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The purpose of this dissertation is to investigate the factors related to performance in a first year 
Commerce Academic Development (AD) Programme at the University of Cape Town (UCT), 
South Africa. The independent variables (factors) chosen for this study were Matriculation result, 
self-efficacy, goal-setting orientation and locus of control. These factors and their impact on the 
academic performance of students within this Commerce AD programme were investigated. The 
results from the study will be useful to the Educational Development Unit (EDU) at the 
university for the purpose of assessing which psychological variables are having the most 
influence on their student population. The results will also assist in explaining why, in several 
cases, these AD students are outperforming the mainstream students academically. A non-
experimental research design, following the quantitative tradition was used in pursuit of the 
research objectives. Data were collected by means of a questionnaire and the results analysed 
using quantitative statistical methods. The sample consisted of 116 first year Commerce AD 
students. The measuring instruments included the College Academic Self-Efficacy Scale 
(CASES), Roedel, Schraw and Plake‟s Goals Inventory and the Internal Control Index (ICI) of 
Duttweiler. Limited statistically significant relationships were found between the independent 
variables and academic performance. The research design was critiqued and deemed to be 
problematic; therefore changes would need to be made for future research in a similar area. 
Practical implications of these findings are discussed.    
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There has been a steady increase in Academic Development (AD) programmes in South Africa 
over the past decade (Howard, 2002; Scott, Yeld & Hendry, 2007). AD programmes are 
designed to help students from disadvantaged backgrounds develop the necessary competencies 
to successfully complete university degrees (Eastmond, 1997; Educational Development Unit 
Commerce, 2010; Luckett & Luckett, 2009). This study investigated the factors related to 
performance in a first year Commerce Academic Development programme (CADP) at the 
University of Cape Town (UCT). After an extensive examination of the literature pertaining to 
which factors had previously been found to be related to academic performance at university in 
mainstream programmes, four independent variables (factors) were selected; Matriculation 
result, self-efficacy, goal-setting orientation and locus of control. Cognitive and non-cognitive 
factors have previously been found to predict first year students‟ performance at university level 
(Ayiku, 2005; Maggard, 2007). Limited topical research has been conducted in South Africa 
regarding the factors that impact the academic performance of students who are enrolled in 
academic development programmes. The majority of the research has been conducted within 
mainstream programmes. Understanding the factors that contribute to success in AD 
programmes is important as South Africa has suffered deep racial divides that have affected 
scholars‟ and students‟ educational opportunities (Scott et al., 2007; Van Tonder, 2002). 
 
Since the eradication of apartheid, traditionally White universities have been admitting an 
increasing number of Black students into their student body (Agar, 1990; Bangeni & Kapp, 
2006; Council on Higher Education, 2004). Due to the massive differential in the quality of 
education, many of these Black students experience adjustment difficulties, which have led to a 
high drop-out and failure rate at university (Macgregor, 2007). This reality is particularly 
apparent in faculties that require strong mathematics backgrounds such as the Commerce and 
Science faculties. Approximately 40% of South African students drop out of university in their 
first year (Macgregor, 2007). Financial difficulties experienced amongst South Africa‟s large 
pool of poor Black students and which result in impoverished education are largely to blame. 
First generation students who originate from low-income, less educated families are the most 













The validity of traditional, unitary educational processes such as mainstream higher education 
programmes are challenged by the diversity of student intake, especially in respect of inequalities 
in education background (Scott et al., 2007). Therefore, the notion of a “one size fits all” 
academic programme (such as the university only offering a mainstream education programme) 
is inappropriate in this context due to students originating from unequal education systems and 
positions of social, economic and political inequality (Porteus, 2003). Where there is substantial 
diversity in the student body, a unitary process will not be able to address the potential of the full 
spectrum of the intake of a diverse group of students in a programme that inadvertently favours 
one group over another group (Scott et al., 2007). Black students comprise the largest proportion 
of students with low income status, with 73% of these students originating from low income 
families compared to only 12% of White students originating from these low-income 
backgrounds (Macgregor, 2007). Hence, there has been an increasing need for interventions to 
assist in closing the „articulation gap‟, which has manifested in students due to the lack of a 
sound foundation for tertiary education. These interventions address the educational 
dissimilarities experienced by these students from disadvantaged backgrounds in South Africa 
(Scott et al., 2007). 
 
Although it will take decades to eradicate past imbalances in South Africa‟s education system, 
AD programmes have been identified as the key intervention in this regard (Eastmond, 1997). 
For this reason there is a need to investigate the factors that are related to the performance of 
students within the Commerce AD programme at UCT in order to address the under-
preparedness of these students for higher education studies as a result of a disjuncture regarding 
their home and tertiary environments (Van Tonder, 2002). Higher education institutions need to 
come to terms with the diverse profile of the student body and these institutions need to cater 
effectively for the difference in student education levels resulting from unequal educational 
circumstances (Scott et al., 2007). The AD programme at UCT is one medium through which 
this disparity in students‟ educational opportunities and the lack thereof can be ameliorated as a 
way to facilitate these students‟ learning (Scott et al., 2007). 
 
Previous research pertaining to the specified independent variables (Matriculation result, self-












academic performance at university was reviewed. There is sufficient research to suggest that 
these variables predict academic performance in mainstream academic programmes (Albaili, 
1998; Astin, 1971; Bouffard, Boisvert, Vereau & Larouche, 1995; Carroll & Garavalia, 2004; 
Choi, 2005; Elias & MacDonald, 2007; Eppler & Harju, 1997; Fincher, 1986; Gore, 2006; 
Hendrich & Schepers, 2004; McKenzie & Schweiter, 2001; Miller, Beherens, Greene & 
Newman, 1993; Schraw, Horne, Thorndike-Christ & Bruning, 1995; Sellers, 1992; Stupnisky et 
al., 2007;  Win & Miller, 2005).  
 
Given the increasing number of AD programmes in the South African context over the past 
decade, it would be valuable to understand these programmes and the psychological factors that 
they are believed to cultivate in students. The understanding of cognitive as well as non-
cognitive factors is imperative in order to comprehend the AD programmes in a holistic sense 
(Ayiku, 2005; Maggard, 2007). It is important to investigate the cognitive variable, Matriculation 
result, as well as, the psychological variables: self-efficacy, goal-setting orientation and locus of 
control, and to investigate whether or not these factors influence students‟ performance 
specifically in the Commerce AD programme at UCT. This study aims to supplement the limited 
previous research conducted on what factors predict academic performance specifically within 

























This review will begin by providing a contextual description of the case at hand, being the 
particular Commerce AD programme offered at UCT. Thereafter, previous research pertaining to 
the independent and dependent variables will be summarised and presented. Previous reports on 
research that sought to investigate the factors that are related to performance at university are 
presented. Matriculation result is included as a factor as this is a proven predictor of success in 
mainstream but this is more complicated in the case of AD programmes because some students 
who enter these programmes do so with lower Matriculation results than their mainstream 
counterparts. The specific factors included in this study are Matriculation result, self-efficacy, 
goal-setting orientation and locus of control. These factors constitute the independent variables, 
while academic performance constitutes the dependent variable. Overwhelming evidence was 
found that led to the development of the hypotheses presented at the end of this review. This 
Commerce AD programme attempts to foster these independent psychological variables. In 
previous studies of mainstream students, these factors have been shown to predict performance, 
hence the need to investigate whether this is similarly the case regarding this Commerce AD 
programme.  
 
As demonstrated by the references cited and evidence presented from studies conducted in 
mainstream programmes, it is evident that very limited research has been carried out in AD 
programmes. After an exhaustive research process, it was established that most previous findings 
indicated that the independent variables chosen for this study predict, to varying degrees, the 
academic performance of first year university students in mainstream programmes (Albaili, 
1998; Astin, 1971; Bouffard et al., 1995; Carroll & Garavalia, 2004; Choi, 2005; Elias & 
MacDonald, 2007; Eppler & Harju, 1997; Fincher, 1986; Gore, 2006; Hendrich & Schepers, 
2004; Locke & Locke, 1990;  McKenzie & Schweiter, 2001; McWhaw & Abrami‟s, 2001; 
Miller et al., 1993; Schraw et al., 1995; Sellers, 1992; Stupnisky et al., 2007;  Win & Miller, 
2005; Zimmerman, 1989; Zimmerman & Schunk, 1989). A contextual description of the case at 














Academic Development in the South African Context: A Brief Background 
The separation and inequality of the South African tertiary education system is largely a 
consequence of the apartheid policy of the former South African government (Agar, 1990; 
Howard, 2002; Scott et al., 2007). Since the eradication of apartheid, traditionally White 
universities have been admitting an increasing number of Black students into their student body 
(Agar, 1990; Bangeni & Kapp, 2006; Council on Higher Education, 2004). Many of these 
students have adjustment difficulties, which has lead to a high drop-out and failure rate at 
university (Macgregor, 2007). The drop-out rate of Black students at university is 
disproportionately high when compared to the drop-out rate of White students at the same 
universities (Agar, 1990; Letseka & Maile, 2008; Swartz & Foley, 2006). This raises questions 
about these students‟ readiness to enter university and their academic potential (Malekele, 1994). 
Given these educational inequalities, it is unfair to use the typical Matriculation result as the sole 
admission criterion for university for these students who originate from disadvantaged 
backgrounds.  
 
The notion of a separate academic programme has inherent issues and challenges that must not 
be ignored. There is the obvious issue involving a separate academic programme based on 
„disadvantage‟ (Pym, 2006). Participation in these AD programmes could possibly expose 
students to racial discrimination from outsiders, as well as, entrench the identity of being on the 
„fringe‟ (Pym, 2006). The danger exists that these different programmes can contribute to new 
forms of segregation and discriminations (Sayed, 2003). The students are aware of the rationale 
for this programme, in that the focus is on addressing the historical and political circumstances 
that have given rise to the programme (Pym, 2006). They are aware of the value-added aspects of 
participating in this programme and the notable benefits that are associated therewith. A 
description of the Commerce AD programme at UCT, the purpose and the benefits, will follow. 
 
Case under Study 
The specific academic programme considered for this study was the Commerce AD programme 
at the University of Cape Town (UCT). The Educational Development Unit (EDU) Commerce is 
the home of the AD Bachelor of Commerce (B.Com) and Bachelor of Business Science 












AD programme is to address the university policy of promoting both equity and excellence. The 
aim of the programme is to attract and retain previously disadvantaged students of equity status 
who have experienced „articulation gaps‟ and discrepancies in both education and life 
experiences but who have the potential to achieve at university (The Educational Development 
Unit Commerce, 2010). This programme is geared to this aim in the Commerce faculty but other 
initiatives exist throughout the university in other faculties. The „articulation gap‟ is manifested 
in students due to a lack of sound foundations for tertiary learning experiences and this „gap‟ has 
overwhelming effects on students‟ ability to respond competently to higher education 
programmes, regardless of how talented they actually are (Scott et al., 2007). The EDU has 
shifted from a deficit model to a value added model. One of the ways of doing this has been to 
allow students to apply to the AD programme, rather than being placed because they did not 
receive sufficient Matric points. This means that a range of students who have achieved or not 
achieved mainstream admission points are able to apply to the AD programme. This perception 
has shifted all the concomitant stereotypes that were previously associated with a programme for 
Black students who didn’t make it (J. Pym, personal communication, December 11, 2010). There 
is a careful screening process of student applications for entrance into the programme. This 
specific group of students is given the option to complete a three-year B.Com degree over a three 
or four-year period or a four-year B.Bus.Sci degree over a four or five-year period. The AD 
programme provides the students with a variety of academic support that is designed to enhance 
a comprehensive range of education and life skills, which endeavours ultimately to enrich the 
students‟ learning experiences.  
 
The majority of the students who have been admitted into the AD programme in Commence at 
the university choose to focus on the accounting discipline, with the intention of completing the 
Post Graduate Diploma in Accounting (PGDA) together with the mainstream accountancy 
students. Students are assessed to assure that they do in fact have gaps in their education or 
general life experiences, before they are admitted into the AD programme (Educational 
Development Unit Commerce, 2010). The first year Commerce AD programme, the population 
utilised during this study, is currently comprised of 212 students in total; the B.Com programme 
is comprised of 120 students and the B.Bus.Sci programme is comprised of 92 students (S. 












years, consists of approximately 500 B.Com students and 235 B.Bus.Sci students (S. Solomons, 
personal communication, November 16, 2010). 
 
A South African higher education case study exploring the possibility of defining the barriers to 
learning was written by Pym (2006). This case study addressed the current issues of 
transformation in the South African context. The context of the case study was the Commerce 
Academic Development Programme (CADP) at UCT. Porteus (2003) strengthened the case for 
an AD model insofar as students have different cultural „capitals‟ and only some of these are 
recognised or acknowledged in Higher Education in South Africa. The notion of having one 
mainstream programme suited to all students is inappropriate in this context due to students 
originating from unequal positions socially, economically and politically (Porteus, 2003). While 
designing the structure of an AD programme for engineering students at a South African 
university, staff were mindful of the wide gap that exists between where the students are when 
they enter the programme and where they need to be if they wish to leave the programme to enter 
mainstream tertiary education (Van Tonder, 2002). Van Tonder (2002) identified that these 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds have specific needs in the following areas; cognitive, 
environmental, emotional, social and psychological areas of development. Van Tonder‟s finding 
is relevant here as the current study is attempting to investigate some of the psychological areas 
that have been identified as relevant in understanding performance in the AD context. 
 
The benefits for students who participate in the AD programme. There are numerous 
benefits in being admitted into the Commerce AD programme which involves close monitoring 
of student‟s academic progress. The students have regular contact with an AD officer and they 
have a range of opportunities to interact with fellow students on the programme with the aim of 
developing and practicing collaborative learning and communication skills. Specific support is 
offered in all the major disciplines, such as language development and mathematics, as well as 
there being dedicated teaching staff (Educational Development Unit Commerce, 2010). 
Examples of this additional support include presentation skills, academic workshops, personal 
advice and support, mentoring, commerce skills, small lending library, language and 













Students remain part of the AD programme (registered separately as CB011) throughout the 
degree. After first year, all students automatically attend mainstream lectures and tutorials. 
Students who originally registered to do the degree over four years can, depending on how they 
perform, „accelerate‟ and complete the degree in three years, as mainstream students are meant to 
do (J. Pym, personal communication, March 5, 2010). Therefore, the Commerce AD programme 
does not hinder students from progressing in the planned degree time (into mainstream), it rather 
supports this move. Many students who enter into this programme are often able to complete 
their degree of choice in the same amount of time as the mainstream students.  
 
The AD programme offers their students a sense of place and belonging (J. Pym, personal 
communication, March 5, 2010).  A learning community is created where the students are able to 
develop their own identities as participants in such a programme, hence they speak of the “EDU 
family”. After initiation into the AD programme, students find that they do not want to leave as 
they feel deeply proud of and loyal to the programme and the group of students with whom they 
study (Pym, 2006). The camaraderie and support provided by the programme and participation 
therein are instilled in the students and form part of their identities (Pym, 2006).  
 
The proven success of the Commerce AD programme. The Commerce AD programme at 
UCT has been in existence for a decade with a proven success rate. Students who participate in 
this programme often enter university with low Matriculation results yet they are outperforming 
mainstream students in many cases. These superior results suggest that the various components 
of the programme ensure that students succeed academically in their courses of study. Academic 
workshops and awards evenings characterise what the AD programme stands for. There is much 
social, emotional and academic support provided to the students. This programme centres on 
personal agency, capacity building and adjusting to life at UCT, that is, finding a place (J. Pym, 
personal communication, March 5, 2010). There are specific interventions in the first part of first 
year such as mentoring, personal advice/support, academic workshops, AD induction and 
bursary connections which are designed to help students fortify their self-efficacy beliefs, locus 
of control beliefs and goal-setting orientations (Educational Development Unit Commerce, 












to see if they are empirically related to the students‟ actual performance and hence, this then 
becomes an interesting area for further investigation and the rationale for this study. 
 
The UCT Commerce AD programme has been identified by sources external to the university as 
an example of best practice in this field (J. Pym, personal communication, March 5, 2010). 
Success in this context is measured by academic results and throughput rates (Scott et al., 2007). 
As mentioned previously, in a number of instances, these students outperform or achieve higher 
academic results than mainstream students completing the same course (J. Pym, personal 
communication, March 5, 2010). For example, AD students taking Financial Accounting 1A 
outperformed mainstream students for the years 2003, 2005, 2006, 2007 and 2008. Similarly, 
students who completed Microeconomics 1 outperformed mainstream students in the years 2001, 
2002, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008 and 2009 and those students who completed Statistics 1001 
outperformed their mainstream counterparts consistently from 2005 to 2009 (J. Pym, personal 
communication, March 5, 2010).  All Commerce AD students who were admitted into the PGDA 
passed their Board examination for the years 2006, 2007, 2008 and 2009. The number of 
students who were accepted into this post graduate programme increased by 15 students between 
the years 2006 and 2007. AD student acceptance into the PGDA programme continues to 
increase (J. Pym, personal communication, March 5, 2010).  
 
The objective of this dissertation is to assess whether the chosen independent variables; 
Matriculation result, self-efficacy, goal-setting orientation and locus of control are related to the 
dependent variable; academic performance. Academic performance served as the dependent 
variable for this study and will subsequently be discussed.  
 
Dependent Variable  
Academic performance. The dependent variable, academic performance, was defined in terms 
of the aggregate of each student‟s academic results for all of their first semester courses. These 
scores are referred to as the student‟s mean percentage scores. In addition to the overall mean 
percentage score, an economics course (ECO111F and ECO1110H) was chosen for further 
analysis. While this economic result is also included in the overall mean percentage score, it will 












management software programme, PeopleSoft, for the purpose of calculating the students‟ mean 
percentage scores. This score is calculated by the PeopleSoft student records application. 
PeopleSoft uses the term Grade Point Average (GPA) when referring to these scores. GPA is 
calculated from the actual performance of students in their courses (Oracle PeopleSoft 
Enterprise, 2006). The courses have a weighting in terms of units and the performance is shown 
as the percentage scored for each course multiplied by the units to give one the cumulative grade 
points. This result will be referred to as the students‟ mean percentage scores throughout this 
dissertation. GPA is thus calculated based on units taken (A. Schlechter, personal 
communication, April 7, 2010). Students‟ first year, first semester mean percentage scores have 
been found to be one of the major factors responsible for early drop out from university 
(McGrath & Braunstein, 1997).  
 
The subsequent section of the literature review aims to illustrate the findings of previous authors, 
who explored the impact of the specified independent variables on students‟ academic 
performance. After an exhaustive search, it is evident that limited research has been conducted 
on the academic performance of students in AD programmes, with authors focussing on 
mainstream programmes in their studies. The cognitive variable, Matriculation result, is a 
leading measure used to predict university performance and hence a valuable variable to look at 
here (Zheng, Saunders, Shelley & Whalen, 2002). However, while research shows that 
Matriculation result is a predictor of success in mainstream programmes, it is assumed that it will 
not and should not predict success in the AD context.  
 
Independent Variables  
Matriculation result. Numerous studies have supported Matriculation result as a predictor of 
academic performance in mainstream tertiary education (Astin, 1971; Bronson, 2007; Carroll & 
Garavalia, 2004; Elias & MacDonald, 2007; Fincher, 1986; Maggard, 2007; McKenzie & 
Schweiter, 2001; Sellers, 1992; Win & Miller, 2005; Zulu, 2005). Academic achievement 
measures, such as Matriculation result, are used to predict whether prospective students will, in 
fact, be successful in the university classroom (Noble & Sawyer, 2004). Matriculation or final 












studies of first year students (Astin, 1971; Carroll & Garavalia, 2004; Elias & MacDonald, 2007;  
Fincher, 1986; McKenzie & Schweiter, 2001; Sellers, 1992; Win & Miller, 2005;).  
 
Support for Matriculation result as a predictor of academic performance. Fincher (1986) and 
Astin (1971) explored Matriculation result as a predictor of academic performance. In a thirteen-
year study to assess the incremental effectiveness of the SAT exam for admission into the 
University System of Georgia, Fincher (1986) found that the single best predictor of university 
performance was a student‟s Matriculation result. Fincher (1986) affirmed what previous studies 
had reported in that Matriculation result stands out as the primary means of predicting academic 
performance at university. In a study with a sample of 36 581 students, correlations between 
Matriculation result and first year university results were .51 and .52 for men and women 
respectively (Astin, 1971). Astin (1971) concluded that of all the information available about a 
high school student, Matriculation result is the best single indicator of how well the individual 
will perform at university level. It has been found that universities which are more selective with 
regard to admissions based on Matriculation results, will receive greater achievement and 
retention amongst first year students (DeBerad, Julka & Spielmans, 2004).  
 
A study conducted amongst a sample of 3301 first year students enrolled in Adama University, 
Ethiopia for the years 2007/2008 was conducted by Olani (2009) in order to investigate the 
predictors of first year students‟ academic success. The effectiveness of cognitive predictors of 
university performance, such as Matriculation result, have been found to have consistently high 
correlations with a university student‟s mean percentage scores, with Matriculation result 
accounting for 17% of the variance in students‟ first year university results (Olani, 2009). 
Kuncel, Hezlett and Ones‟ (2001) finding was in agreement with the previous findings as they 
found that Matriculation result appeared to have comparatively high criterion-related validities 
with students‟ mean percentage scores, with correlations between .44 and .62. Whilst 
investigating the factors that predict academic performance, McKenzie and Schweitzer (2001) 
found Matriculation result to be the most significant predictor of first year university 
performance. The sample consisted of 197 first year university students in Australia and 












with a high Matriculation result were likely to continue to perform at a high level in their first 
year at university (McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001).  
 
Bronson‟s (2007) article titled „In Defense of the SAT‟ illustrated that Matriculation result is an 
accurate predictor of future academic performance. It was previously found that Matriculation 
result scores correlate with university GPA (mean percentage scores) at around 67% in the social 
sciences. Bronson (2007) stated that it has been commonly claimed that Matriculation results 
have only about a 40% correlation with a student‟s first year university mean percentage score. 
He also alleged that this 40% correlation is a significant underestimate. A scholar‟s Matriculation 
result has been found to account for between approximately 44% and 62% of the variance in 
university academic results (Bronson, 2007). Berry and Sackett (2009) maintained that this 
predictor of academic performance has been underestimated in the past because of previous 
studies‟ reliance on flawed performance indicators, such as university mean percentage scores, 
that are contaminated by the effects of individual differences in course choice. The 
contamination was controlled for throughout Berry and Sackett‟s  study by predicting individual 
course grades, instead of mean percentage scores, using a data set containing in excess of 5 
million university grades for 167 816 students (Berry & Sackett, 2009). The results of this study 
mirror that of Bronson‟s (2007) conjecture that the 40% correlation previously and commonly 
suggested is a considerable underestimate. Maggard‟s (2007) finding that Matriculation result is 
a significant predictor of future academic performance echoes the findings of Berry and Sackett 
(2009). 
 
Win and Miller (2005) determined a strong positive relationship between Matriculation result 
and university mean percentage scores. Prior performance measured as a student‟s Matriculation 
result, was found to serve as a significant predictor of university performance amongst a sample 
of 202 university students enrolled in introductory psychology courses at a university in the 
United States of America (Elias & MacDonald, 2007). Ninety-five per cent of the student sample 
was White and the sample was a mix of first, second, third and final year students with the 
majority, 67.3%, being first year students (Elias & MacDonald, 2007). The study carried out by 
Win and Miller (2005) differs from the studies conducted by McKenzie and Schweitzer (2001) 












result and other social variables (such as student background and school factors) as predictors of 
academic performance, whereas the other two studies, examined the effects of Matriculation 
result and psychological variables, such as self-efficacy, on academic performance. This 
indicates that social, as well as, psychological variables may impact on an individual‟s ability to 
achieve results at university level. This differentiation regarding cognitive and non-cognitive 
predictors of first year university performance echoes what Olani (2009) was attempting to 
investigate in the Ethiopian context. This current study seeks to investigate the scholastic and 
psychological variables with Matriculation result being the cognitive or traditional measure of 
academic performance.  
 
An opportunity to look at Matriculation result as a predictor of academic performance for 
particular groups in particular contexts presented itself in Maggard‟s (2007) study of student-
athletes enrolled at the University of Missouri in North America. The aim of this study was to 
identify academic variables that could possibly explain the variance in GPA scores among the 
aforementioned student-athlete population, at the end of the first semester. This study affirms 
past research that Matriculation result is, in fact, a predictor of academic performance, but it 
differs from other studies in that the sample that Maggard (2007) used was not solely the first 
year students, but rather students who were admitted to the university during the years 200203, 
200304, and 200405. The results of this study demonstrate that Matriculation result accounted 
for 21% of the variance in student-athletes‟ first semester college GPA. Matriculation result was 
recognised as the best predictor of first semester university GPA for the population studied.  
 
Another study focussing similarly on student-athletes was conducted by Sellers (1992). The 
study established that Matriculation result was the only significant predictor for academic 
performance at university. The finding by Sellers (1992) was consistent for both Black and 
White student-athletes while Maggard‟s (2007) study found that Matriculation result proved to 
be more effective in predicting the academic performance of White students and less effective in 
predicting the academic performance of Black students. These findings suggest that one should 
perhaps consider and examine social factors such as race and socio-economic status when 
attempting to understand completely Matriculation result as a predictor of academic 












Black and they all originate from previously disadvantaged backgrounds and therefore external 
social factors such as family income may be useful in understanding their academic performance. 
    
Matriculation result found to differentiate between high and low performers. Carroll and 
Garavalia (2004) went a step further to demonstrate that Matriculation result was not only a 
statistically significant predictor of academic performance, but that it also differentiated the 
performance of lower and higher-performing students at university. Science/mathematics GPA 
before university admission was identified as a statistically significant factor differentiating the 
performance of lower-and higher-performing students. Low-performing students at university 
had a lower science/mathematics GPA on admission comparative to the higher-performing 
students. Low performers also had substantially lower chemistry scores on the Pharmacy College 
Admission Test (PCAT) than the higher-performing students. This study established that high- 
performing students can be distinguished from their low-achieving counterparts through ability 
measures such as mathematics/science GPA at school level.  
 
A South African study. The research described thus far is international, but a study located at the 
North-West University (Makifeng Campus), South Africa, concluded that students with upper 
Matriculation symbols (e.g. A, B, C) performed at a higher level during their first year of 
university than did students who attained middle to lower grades  (Zulu, 2005). This was found 
whilst investigating the Matriculation results of 97 first year Law students at the University. Zulu 
(2005), as well as, Win and Miller (2005) drew conclusions similar to those of McKenzie and 
Schweitzer (2001) while conducting a study investigating whether high school performance 
impacted on students‟ performance in their first year of university. The difference between the 
studies conducted by McKenzie and Schweitzer (2001) and by Zulu (2005) is that the former 
distributed questionnaires to only one sample of  first year students, whereas the latter used two 
groups (Group A; first-time first year entrants and Group B; repeat and re-entry students). 
Students‟ Matriculation result was found to account for the statistically significant difference in 
the students‟ academic performance. This was also true for the McKenzie and Schweitzer (2001) 
study which suggests that Matriculation result, is a strong predictor of academic performance at 












Matriculation results may be linked to cognitive ability, in the South African context, this 
concept is certainly shaped and influenced by various other issues on a micro and macro level. 
 
Studies that did not establish Matriculation result to be a predictor of academic performance. 
Although there is extensive support for Matriculation result as a predictor of future academic 
success at university, not all studies found this to be true. Numerous students perceive university 
as a low control environment, which can be explained as students feeling out of their depth and 
attempting to understand an entirely new environment (Perry, 2003). During the transition from 
school to university, students may experience an increased amount of anxiety. Hembree (1988) 
found that anxiety impairs academic performance on complex tasks (such as academic tasks) that 
require cognitive resources, and correlates negatively with academic achievement across age 
groups and academic areas. Rego and Sousa (1999) were interested in exploring whether 
students with the best entrance grades would continue to perform optimally at university level. 
The question was thus whether Matriculation result is a relevant criterion for selection to a 
university course of study (Rego & Sousa, 1999). Their study concerning performance in higher 
education was carried out in Portugal on three independent samples of undergraduate students at 
university. Matriculation result only explained 1228% of the degree performance variance, 
which is very low (Rego & Sousa, 1999). The findings in the study conclude that Matriculation 
result has a low predictive value for performance at university level. The study, even though 
restricted to Portugal, suggests that Matriculation result is not appropriate as the sole selection 
criterion for students intending to enter university (Rego & Sousa, 1999).  
 
Despite the overwhelming evidence, some researchers have argued that cognitive tests, such as 
Matriculation results used in isolation, are inadequate for predicting which students will succeed 
at university level (Anastasi, 1997; Le, Casillas, Robbins & Langley, 2005; Robbins et al, 2004; 
Wolfe & Johnson, 1995). These researchers contended that Matriculation result, and other 
cognitive tests, were necessary, but not sufficient, markers of academic success at university 
level (Olani, 2009). The value of using a student‟s Matriculation result as the sole entrance 
criterion for university is therefore questionable. The review of the literature conducted by Olani 
(2009) at the University of Adama in Ethiopia, informs the reader that cognitive variables alone, 












scores at university. Findings by Olani (2009) have suggested that both cognitive and non-
cognitive variables are related to the prediction of mean percentage scores at university. A more 
reliable prediction of mean percentage scores was found to occur when academic and key non-
academic variables were combined (Olani, 2009). Hence the rationale for this research paper‟s 
selection of four psychological independent variables for analysis; one cognitive variable and 
three non-cognitive variables.  
  
Within the literature reviewed, there is a strong trend indicating that a student‟s past performance 
or Matriculation result serves as a significant predictor of their academic performance at 
university level. The studies that have been discussed range from the 1970s to the 21
st
 century. 
This trend validates the credibility of using Matriculation result in the selection process for 
university entrance. The findings have been consistent and therefore it would be expected that a 
student with a high Matriculation result will continue to achieve at a high level during their first 
year at university in mainstream.  
 
In multiple studies, using numerous student bodies, the same results were found, all which 
established Matriculation result as being a significant predictor of academic performance at 
university. Therefore in mainstream, it is relatively well established that Matriculation result is a 
predictor of future academic performance, but when looking at Matriculation result and 
performance in an AD programme we would expect that Matriculation result is not found to be a 
predictor of future performance given that the majority of these AD students enter the 
programme with lower Matriculation scores and then, in many cases, outperform their 
mainstream counterparts. This is a positive realisation and it is thus necessary to investigate 
Matriculation result and academic performance at university utilising a sample of students from 
an AD programme, such as in the context of this study.  
 
Hypothesis 1: Matriculation result is not related to students‟ academic performance in a first year 
Commerce AD programme. 
 
The Matriculation score is also a complex predictor in the context of the AD programme. In the 












predictor; hence the need for other ability tests such as the National Benchmark Tests (NBT). 
While UCT has implemented compulsory NBTs for all students, access to the NBT data was 
denied and therefore was omitted from this current study.   
Self-efficacy, goal-orientation and locus of control serve as the three independent psychological 
variables of this study. Given that most prior research pertains to students in mainstream 
academic programmes at university and that extensive research has been carried out in an 
international but not in a South African context, there is, therefore, a need to examine these 
variables in order to determine whether they influence first year students‟ academic performance 
in an AD programme in South Africa. The AD programme at UCT endeavours to foster all three 
of these psychological variables.  
 
Self-efficacy. Self-efficacy refers to an individual‟s perceived capability in performing necessary 
tasks to achieve goals (Bandura, 1997). According to Bandura (1986), self-efficacy beliefs 
develop as a result of an individual‟s personal performance achievements, explicit learning, 
persuasion and the understanding of psychological states. The nature of self-efficacy is largely 
cognitive. It is primarily a cognitive appraisal of one‟s capabilities to carry out a prospective 
performance based on past performances (Bong & Clarke, 1999). Self-efficacy perceptions are 
judgments regarding one‟s capability to perform certain tasks and behaviours in a successful 
manner (Saks, 1995). When faced with a difficult situation, students with a strong sense of self-
efficacy will devote more attention and effort to the task at hand. They will be more persistent 
and try harder than their counterparts with lower levels of self-perceived competency (self-
efficacy) (Lee & Babko, 1994). Numerous studies have demonstrated that self-efficacy is a 
predictor of academic performance at university (Chemers, Hu & Garcia, 2001; Estrom, 1996; 
Jing, 2007; Lent, Brown & Larkin, 1984; Multon, Brown & Lent, 1991; Pajares, 2002; Wood & 
Locke, 1987). Previous literature differentiates between different types of self-efficacy, these 
being, general self-efficacy and academic self-efficacy and explores how these constructs impact 
on students‟ academic performance at university (Choi, 2005; Elias & MacDonald, 2007; Gore, 
2006).  
 
General self-efficacy simply refers to the belief that one is capable of performing in a certain 












feels about oneself. Academic self-efficacy refers specifically to a student or a learner‟s 
judgment about their ability to successfully accomplish scholastic or university goals (Bandura, 
1977). Academic self-efficacy was defined by Schunk (1991) as an individuals‟ confidence in 
their capability to successfully perform academic duties at a designated level.  
 
Researchers studying academic self-efficacy have developed instruments that measure 
individuals‟ levels of confidence in their ability to perform a wide range of tasks (Gore, 2006). 
At the most specific level of measurement these academic self-efficacy items are attached to 
specific course content, for example students‟ confidence in their ability to respond correctly to 
items assessing course content knowledge (Gore, 2006). Examples that measure these are the 
mathematics and verbal self-efficacy scales used by Zimmerman and Martinz-Pons (1990) or the 
geometry or advanced algebra self-efficacy scales developed by Lopez, Lent, Brown and Gore 
(1997). Therefore academic self-efficacy refers to how one feels about oneself in an academic 
context. The majority of the studies speak about general self-efficacy, and fewer speak about 
academic self-efficacy, which is what I used in this current study.  
 
General self-efficacy. Students may experience academic difficulties when they enter university 
because they already perceive themselves as being unable to accomplish academic work, and not 
because of an actual intelligence or physical problem (Estrom, 1996). Psychologists are therefore 
paying closer attention to individuals‟ self-efficacy beliefs and how these beliefs relate to the 
ways in which these students learn and behave. Pajares (2002) came to the same conclusion as 
Estrom (1996). It was found that many students experience difficulty at university because they 
are incapable of believing that they can perform successfully, not because they are actually 
incapable of performing successfully (Pajares, 2002). The students that both Estrom (1996) and 
Pajares (2002) described have low self-efficacy beliefs. These studies conducted by Pajares 
(2002) and Estrom (1996) similarly state that self-efficacy is associated with the ability to 
perform in an academic discipline.  
 
Bandura (1986) incorporated both previous academic performance and self-efficacy into his 
study. Bandura (1986) established that in self-efficacy theory, a student‟s previous academic 












performed poorly in school they will almost certainly continue to perform poorly in university. 
This is consistent with the previously mentioned findings of Estrom (1996) and Pajares (2002). 
Estrom (1996) confirmed that students experience difficulty in school because they have already 
perceived themselves as being unable to do the academic work, not because of an intelligence or 
physical problem. Le et al. (2005) ascertained that academic self-efficacy beliefs account for 
variance in both university performance and retention, beyond that accounted for by 
Matriculation result. Moving from school to university is a major transition for individuals‟ and 
their confidence level may have decreased during this transition period (Stupnisky et al., 2007). 
However, by the end of the first semester, students may be more confident about their abilities at 
university, thus their academic self-efficacy is higher than it was at the beginning of the 
university year. A similar finding was determined by Kahn and Nauta (2001) who found that 
stronger relationships existed between students‟ academic self-efficacy beliefs and university 
performance when measured during the second semester of university. This finding further 
supports the belief by Stupinsky et al., (2007) which states that first year university students 
experience a challenging transition from high school to university, which may result in a lower 
level of self-efficacy beliefs.  
 
Further evidence to support this conclusion can be found in a study conducted by Wood and 
Locke (1987) in which a statistically significant relationship between self-efficacy and academic 
achievement at university for undergraduate students in North America was established. In this 
study it was found that self-efficacy contributed approximately 8% to academic performance.  It 
must be observed that this 8% variance is the same as that found by McKenzie and Schweitzer 
(2001) in their study on undergraduate students in Australia. Pajares and Miller (1994) also 
reported a significant direct relationship between mathematics self-efficacy and the mathematics 
performance of university students. I have already mentioned a number of studies (McKenzie & 
Schweitzer, 2001; Pajares & Miller, 1994; Wood & Lock, 1987) that all consistently confirm that 
student self-efficacy beliefs are a positive predictor of academic performance at university. 
These trends assume that students who believe that they are able to achieve high results in school 
will continue to achieve high results in university because their self-efficacy belief, or their 













Only limited studies have been located which have been done in Africa regarding self-efficacy 
beliefs amongst the student population but, in a study conducted with 700 Nigerian university 
students, self-efficacy was found to successfully predict academic performance at university 
level. Participants were comprised of a mixture of both undergraduate and postgraduate students 
randomly drawn from seven departments in the faculty of education (Tella, Tella, Ayeni & 
Omoba, 2007). This study builds on the study conducted by Tella and Tella (2003) in which it 
was established that self-efficacy has a significant positive relationship with academic 
performance. It was concluded that self-efficacy was an accurate predictor of academic 
performance.  
 
Andrew (1998) conducted a study on nursing students in Australia to determine whether self-
efficacy is a predictor of academic performance in science. Nursing students have traditionally 
experienced difficulties with the science subjects in the nursing curricula and this trend appears 
to be continuing irrespective of the institution (Andrew, 1998). Andrew (1998) concluded that 
nursing students‟ self-efficacy was related to academic performance in the students‟ first-year 
subjects. Andrew (1998) found that students‟ self-efficacy beliefs could predict 24% of their 
academic performance. It was concluded that, due to the nature of self-efficacy and academic 
performance, an improvement in self-efficacy may result in a consequent improvement in 
academic performance (Andrew, 1998). Chacko and Huba (1991), like Andrew (1998), found 
that self-efficacy was related to academic performance in an introductory nursing course. They 
found that self-efficacy accounted for 8% of variance in students‟ academic performance. These 
similar findings indicate a trend that students who have high self-efficacy beliefs go on to 
perform at a higher level at university than those students who have lower self-efficacy beliefs. 
Students with low self-efficacy beliefs lack confidence in themselves to perform successfully.  
 
Academic self-efficacy. In a study conducted using a sample of 197 first year students at the 
University of Queensland in Australia,  the prediction that self-efficacy would be positively 
related to academic performance was confirmed. Self-efficacy was significantly related to 
academic performance at university level, accounting for 8% of the variance in university GPA 
(McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001). Similarly, in a study conducted by Klomegah (2007) it was 












university students. However, Klomegah (2007) was interested in a combination of different 
variables, these being self-efficacy, self-set goals, assigned goals and ability. After examining 
these four variables, academic self-efficacy was found to have the strongest predictive power 
where academic performance was concerned.  
 
While examining which factors contributed to the academic achievement of pharmacy students, 
Carroll and Garavalia (2004) concluded that the higher-achieving students appeared to have an 
increased sense of academic self-efficacy, which was indicated by expected grade. Self-efficacy 
was observed as being a factor that differentiated the performance of low and intermediate 
students. These findings translate into an understanding that students who believe in their ability 
to perform at a high level at university will, in fact, perform at a higher level compared to the 
students who do not believe that they will do well at university. Kl megah (2007), as well as, 
Carroll and Garavalia (2004) drew similar conclusions, that academic self-efficacy was a strong 
predictor of university students‟ academic performance. 
 
In a study conducted by Choi (2005) both academic self-concept and specific self-concept were 
found to be accurate predictors of academic performance at university. Participants included 230 
undergraduate students enrolled in four general education classes at a southeastern university in 
the United States of America. The sample consisted of 64% White students and 34% Black 
students with the students being spread over first, second, third and fourth year university 
courses. The results of this study conducted by Choi (2005) found that the closer the level of 
specificity of self-efficacy and self-concept, the stronger the relationship between these two 
constructs. Important background information to understand what Choi (2005) is trying to 
investigate can be acquired from Finney and Schraw (2003) who found that one factor that 
contributes to the high predictive strength of self-efficacy on performance is related to the 
measurement of the self-efficacy construct. In other words, self-efficacy is task-specific. Specific 
self-efficacy was found to be the only significant predictor of university grades in this study 
(Choi, 2005). The non-significance of academic self-efficacy in this study is counterintuitive 
when compared to studies which found academic self-efficacy to be a significant predictor of 
student academic performance at university (Elias & MacDonald, 2005; Gore, 2006; Lecompte, 












significant impact on academic performance because it was not measured at its specified level 
(Choi, 2005). It was further concluded that when students experience success through completing 
various academic tasks that are arranged at increasing difficulty levels, they will be more likely 
to experience increased self-efficacy as their confidence associated with academic tasks will 
gradually increase (Choi, 2005). This, in turn, serves to improve their overall academic 
performance at university because they would already have experienced high self-efficacy 
beliefs in their schooling. 
 
Two incremental validity studies were conducted by Gore (2006) for the purpose of investigating 
academic self-efficacy as a predictor of university performance. Gore (2006) referred to his two 
studies as Study 1 and Study 2. A total of 629 first year students participated in Study 1 and a 
large sample of 7956 first year students participated in Study 2. The purpose of these two studies 
was to describe further the relationship between academic self-efficacy and academic 
performance for first year university students (Gore, 2006). Gore (2006) first assessed student 
performance at the beginning of the students‟ first year at university, then again at the end of the 
first semester. The abovementioned studies conducted by Choi (2005), Tella et al., (2007), 
Andrew (1998) and Elias and MacDonald (2007) only measured students‟ academic performance 
at one stage during their first year of university. Gore (2006) took his study a step further and 
measured his sample of students on two different occasions for comparable reasons, which 
enriched his study. Gore (2006) concluded that academic self-efficacy beliefs actually failed to 
account for a significant proportion of variance in university mean percentage scores when 
measured at the beginning of the first semester. A different finding emerged when academic self-
efficacy beliefs were measured at the end of the first semester. When academic self-efficacy 
beliefs were measured at the end of the students‟ first semester at university, it was found that 
academic self-efficacy accounted for between 4% and 10% of the variance in students‟ mean 
percentage scores (Gore, 2006).  
 
Academic self-efficacy was found to predict university performance amongst 202 students 
enrolled in an introductory psychology course. It was concluded that prior performance was 
predictive of both self-efficacy beliefs and university performance (Elias & MacDonald, 2007). 












Nauta (2001) who found that academic self-efficacy successfully predicted student academic 
performance during the second semester at university. Kahn and Nauta (2001) examined the 
effects of self-efficacy on academic performance utilising a sample of 400 first year students 
enrolled in a large midwestern university in the United States of America for the year 1998. This 
study agreed with Gore (2006) that, when measured at the beginning of the first semester of 
university, academic self-efficacy beliefs are comparatively weak predictors of academic 
performance when compared to the assessment thereof in the second semester (Kahn & Nauta, 
2001). This finding was further supported by Elias and Loomis (2004), who also found academic 
self-efficacy to be a significant predictor of academic performance for 138 undergraduate 
university students.  
 
Lecompte et al. (1983) found that an expectation of academic achievement (self-efficacy) has a 
significant positive relationship with actual academic achievement and with low student 
withdrawal (from university) rates. This means that students who had high academic self-
efficacy beliefs were more likely to remain in university and be committed to their course of 
study, than students who held low self-efficacy beliefs. A strong sense of academic self-efficacy 
enhances academic achievement and a low sense of academic self-efficacy lowers academic 
achievement for students (Pajares, 1996).  
 
Consistent and supportive relationships were established between academic self-efficacy in 
predicting academic performance during a study conducted by Brown, Lent and Larkin (1989) 
whose subjects included 105 students enrolled in a career planning course for science and 
engineering majors. Another earlier study conducted by Multon, Brown and Lent (1991) 
discovered that between 11% and 14% of the variance in academic performance was accounted 
for by students‟ academic self-efficacy beliefs. The degree of variance identified in this study, 
and the study conducted by Andrew (1998), is higher than the 8% revealed in the studies 
conducted by Wood and Locke (1987) and McKenzie and Schweitzer (2001). Gore (2006) found 
a moderately lower percentage of variance, between only 4% and 10%. 
 
This section, concerning self-efficacy, is rich with literature that indicates that students‟ self-












literature thus far has presented information regarding the confirmation that both Matriculation 
result and self-efficacy beliefs predict academic performance at university in the vast majority of 
instances.  
 
Hypothesis 2: Self-efficacy is positively related to students‟ academic performance in a first year 
Commerce AD programme. 
 
The next independent psychological variable that will be examined is goal-setting orientation. 
 
Goal-setting orientation. After an exhaustive review of the literature it has been found that less 
research has been carried out in the area of goal-setting orientation amongst students, 
consequently leading to a reliance on fewer authors in this section. However, there is strongly 
supported evidence that students who set learning goals achieve at a higher (academic) level at 
university than students who set performance goals (Albaili, 1998; Eppler & Harju, 1997; Miller 
et al., 1993; Bouffard et al., 1995; Schraw et al., 1995). A learning goal orientation is illustrated 
by willingness to accomplish a task, increased persistence when faced with obstacles and 
enjoyment of challenges (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). In contrast, Dweck and Leggett (1988) found 
that those students, who responded in a less optimistic manner, demonstrated a performance goal 
orientation. A performance goal orientation is illustrated by a desire to avoid negative 
evaluations of performance and to obtain positive judgments of one‟s behaviour (Dweck and 
Leggett, 1988). 
 
Defining the construct. Students enter learning activities with goals and self-efficacy for goal 
achievement purposes (Schunk, 1990). A goal is what an individual is trying to accomplish, 
while goal-setting involves establishing a goal and adapting it as required (Bandura, 1986, 1988). 
Bandura (1988) maintained that the effects of goals on behaviour are reliant on their properties; 
specificity, proximity and difficulty level. Specific goals increase performance by greater 
specification of the amount of effort or number of attempts required for goal achievement. These 
specific goals are more likely to enhance learning than general goals, for example, „do your best‟ 
(Schunk, 1990). Proximal goals produce greater motivation than distant goals (Schunk, 1990). It 












effort learners employ to achieve a goal. Individuals were found to expend greater effort to 
achieve more difficult goals than more simple goals (Schunk, 1990). Working toward these 
difficult goals builds an individual‟s self-efficacy beliefs (Schunk, 1990).  
 
Locke and Locke (1990) found that setting specific proximal goals resulted in higher levels of 
performance than setting general goals. It was also found that goals that are hard to attain are 
positively connected to performance (Latham & Locke, 1990). In a study that investigated 
achievement motivation goals in relation to academic performance in traditional and non-
traditional college students, the authors‟ aim was to investigate why some students happily rolled 
up their sleeves ready to tackle the problem at hand, while other students succumbed to despair 
and defeat (Eppler & Harju, 1997). The authors utilised a sample of 262 undergraduate students 
enrolled in introductory courses at a southeastern university in the United States of America. It 
was established that a learning goal orientation was positively related to successful academic 
performance for both groups in the study (Eppler & Harju, 1997).  
 
Carroll and Garavalia (2004) claimed that goal orientations are developed early on in childhood. 
Children who perceive themselves as being academically capable will generally develop an 
intrinsic goal orientation, otherwise known as “mastery”. In their study, no differences in goal 
orientation were established between the lower and higher-performing students (Carroll & 
Garavalia, 2004). The relationship between goal-setting and academic performance can be 
illustrated further by the example of students who set effective goals. These students who utilise 
appropriate learning strategies to achieve their goals and who also evaluate the requirements of 
learning tasks tend to achieve at higher levels than other students who do not set effective goals 
(Latham & Locke, 1990; Zimmerman, 1989; Zimmerman & Schunk, 1989).  
  
Assigned goals and self-set goals. While investigating the factors that contribute to the academic 
achievement of pharmacy students, Carroll and Garavalia (2004) employed the goal-efficacy 
framework. The Latham and Locke goal efficacy model describes two categories of goals that 
affect academic performance in students; assigned goals and self-set goals. Assigned goals 
reflect goals placed upon the individual by other people; an example being grading criteria. It 












effect on performance through the other variables that combine to make up the goal-efficacy 
framework. Self-set goals, on the other hand, directly influence an individual‟s performance 
(Carroll & Garavalia, 2004). These self-set goals were theorised to motivate action from the 
individual (given that the person has the necessary aptitude to reach the goal) (Carroll & 
Garavalia, 2004). Just as goals can be divided into self-set and assigned goals, the literature tends 
to speak about goal-setting in terms of learning goals and performance goals. The following 
section details previous studies that have focussed on these two types of goals.  
 
Learning goal orientation and performance goal orientation. A more optimistic pattern of 
responding reflects students who have a learning goal orientation. Achievement goal theory has 
provided a valuable basis for this type of research around goal-setting orientations (Dweck & 
Leggett, 1988).  Achievement goal theory predicts that individuals will engage in two seemingly 
mutually exclusive goals; learning goals or performance goals (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). 
Acquiring new skills or improving one‟s knowledge are constructs concerned with learning 
goals. Learning goals emphasise self-improvement and mastery (Albaili, 1998). On the other 
hand, performance goals are concerned with interest in obtaining positive feedback and 
evaluations from others and avoiding negative evaluations (Albaili, 1998). A number of studies 
have proved that these two different types of goal orientation can result in different patterns of 
cognitive engagement and performance. While investigating 262 undergraduate university 
students, Eppler and Harju (1997) found that a learning goal orientation was positively related to 
successful academic performance. The students who rated both goal orientations (learning and 
performance) as comparatively weak were found to have the lowest mean percentage scores at 
university (Eppler & Harju, 1997).   
 
Albaili (1998) investigated goal orientations, cognitive strategies and academic achievement 
among United Arab Emirates College students. Two hundred and thirty-four undergraduate 
students from the United Arab Emirates University responded to two questionnaires. Students 
who scored higher on the learning goal orientation scale were much more likely to be cognitively 
engaged in organisational strategies (Albaili, 1998). However, the students who scored higher on 
the performance goal orientation scale were much more likely to use rehearsal strategies when 












reported in another study. It was established that students who followed a learning goal 
orientation were more likely to use deeper processing strategies, such as connecting new 
information with prior knowledge (Kong & Hau, 1996). However, students who adopted a 
performance goal orientation were more likely to make use of surface-level cognitive strategies, 
such as rehearsing or memorising information (Kong & Hau, 1996).  
 
The analysis of the relationships between academic performance and students‟ goal orientations 
and their use of cognitive strategies, suggests that students with high mean percentage scores are 
less performance goal orientated and use rehearsal strategies least when  compared with students 
with middle and low mean percentage scores (Albaili, 1998). This suggests that students who 
achieve high mean percentage scores at university may be conscious of the cognitive factors 
which lead to success – namely being less performance goal orientated (Albaili, 1998). Albaili 
(1998) also concluded that the findings in the study suggest a possible link among students‟ goal 
orientations, their use of cognitive strategies and academic achievement at university level. 
Performance goal orientation was found to have a negative effect on students‟ mean percentage 
scores while learning goal orientation had a positive (indirect) effect on academic results, 
mediated by organisational strategies and elaboration (Albaili, 1998). Achievement goal theory 
could therefore be said to have an immense potential for improving teaching and student 
achievement at university.   
 
There are a number of other studies that yield similar results to that of Albaili (Miller et al., 
1993; Bouffard et al., 1995; Schraw et al., 1995). Firstly, Miller et al. (1993) found a significant 
positive correlation between students with a learning goal orientation and their use of goal-
setting, self-monitoring and task-appropriate cognitive strategies. Bouffard et al. (1995) found 
that the students who set learning orientated performance goals achieved better results than the 
students who were weakly orientated toward learning. Schraw et al. (1995) found that students 
who were high on leaning goal orientation exhibited higher academic achievement than the 
students who were low on this orientation.  
 
In a study conducted amongst a group of elementary education student teachers, self-efficacy 












that goal-orientations and self-efficacy beliefs were probably the two most widely studied belief 
constructs related to the teaching and learning process. Their study examined the 
interrelationship between important affective beliefs of this group and the independent variables 
(Nietfeld & Enders, 2003). In order to measure goal orientations, they utilised the Goal Inventory 
that measures both mastery and performance goals (Roedel, Schraw & Plake, 1994). It was 
found that student teachers with higher levels of hope were more inclined to have higher levels 
of personal teaching efficacy and maintain a mastery goal orientation (Nietfeld & Enders, 2003). 
A surprising finding regarding this study concerns the hypothesised relationship between 
mastery goal orientation and self-efficacy. No relationship was established between mastery 
orientation and self-efficacy and this is counter to the existing self-efficacy literature (Bandura, 
1977; 1997; Schunk & Pajares, 2002).  
 
Elliot and Dweck (1988) described mastery goals as goals in which the emphasis in the learning 
process is placed upon achieving competence through persistence. Learners who adopt mastery 
goals have been shown to draw on numerous positive behaviours related to academic 
performance (Bruning, Schraw & Ronning, 1999). It has been found that university students who 
adopt a mastery orientation reported a higher frequency of using effective learning strategies 
(Archer, 1994). The goal-orientation individuals possesses, will determine which corresponding 
learning strategy they have, and these are discussed in the following section. 
Goal orientations and self-regulated learning strategies. McWhaw and Abrami (2001) 
investigated student goal orientation and interest and the effects thereof on students‟ use of self-
regulated learning strategies. The study was designed to examine whether and how goal 
orientation (and interest combined) affected the students‟ use of meta-cognitive and cognitive 
learning strategies. Meta-cognitive strategies are learning strategies used by individuals while 
studying that include planning, monitoring and regulating while reading information (McWhaw 
& Abrami, 2001)  Schiefele (1992) described goal orientation as a single motivational variable. 
The results of the study conducted by McWhaw and Abrami (2001) suggest that students might 
approach learning with independent motivational orientations. They inferred that students‟ 
learning strategies would be affected by the combination of interest and goal orientation. 
McWhaw and Abrami‟s (2001) concluded that learning goal-orientated students would use more 













Two different types of goal orientation, a learning goal orientation and a performance (or 
extrinsic) goal orientation, were indicated by Pintrich and Schrauben (1992). They proposed that 
these two goal orientations are not mutually exclusive and that students can employ both 
orientations whilst learning. In this they differed from Dweck and Leggett (1988) who held the 
view that the two different types of goal orientations are mutually exclusive. Wolters, Yu and 
Pintrich (1996) established that students who are more learning orientated not only work harder 
and persist at academic tasks, but they also employ more cognitive and meta-cognitive strategies 
more often while learning than students who are more extrinsically orientated. Pintrich and 
Schrauben (1992) also found that students who exercise a learning goal orientation (and have 
high interest in a topic) would be more inclined to use more learning strategies than students 
(with high interest) but with an extrinsic or performance goal orientation. This previous research 
that has been drawn on, has been conducted in mainstream academic programmes and not in AD 
programmes, hence the need to explore students‟ goal-setting orientations on academic 
performance in an AD programme in the South African context.  
 
Hypothesis 3: Goal-setting orientation is positively related to students‟ academic performance in 
a first year Commerce AD programme. 
 
Locus of control serves as another psychological variable for this study and will subsequently be 
discussed. 
 
Locus of control. 
Defining the construct. Locus of control is considered to be an important psychological aspect 
of personality (Rotter, 1966). Locus of control refers to an individuals‟ perception about the 
underlying causes of events in life (Neill, 2006). A useful manner by which to assess one‟s locus 
of control is to ask oneself the question: “do I believe that my future is controlled by myself or 
by external factors, such as fate” (Neil, 2006). Locus of control was theorised as referring to a 
one-dimensional continuum, ranging from external to internal (Rotter, 1966). An internal locus 
of control pertains to an individual who believes that their behaviour is guided by their personal 












their behaviour is guided by fate, luck or other external circumstances (Neill, 2006). Findley and 
Cooper (1983) explained that locus of control refers to a person‟s beliefs about control over 
events in life. When people are labelled internals it means that they feel personally responsible 
for things that happen to them. When people are labelled externals it is said that they feel that 
their outcomes in life are determined by forces beyond their control (e.g. fate or luck). Locus of 
control has been understood to be a continuing dispositional attribute, which is certainly 
modifiable through experience (Findley & Cooper, 1983). Lefcourt (1976) defined perceived 
(locus of) control as a comprehensive expectancy for internal as opposed to external control of 
reinforcement. In essence, perceived control is just another term for locus of control. Stupnisky 
et al., (2007) conducted a study of 802 first year students whereby self-esteem and perceived 
control were compared as predictors of first year university academic performance. It was found 
that perceived control is a powerful predictor of first year university students‟ mean percentage 
scores.  
 
The rationale for focussing on locus of control. Perceived locus of control has been found to 
predict significantly students‟ mean percentage scores even after accounting for the measure or 
Matriculation result (Stupnisky et al., 2007). First year university students experience a 
challenging transition from high school to university. This transition is considered a challenge as 
these students experience increased emphasis on performance, intensified competition and 
unfamiliar academic tasks. Students may tend to feel “out of control” as these novel events lead 
them to perceive university as a low control environment (Perry, Hall & Ruthig, 2005). It is thus 
especially important to look at locus of control among university students because students‟ 
responsibility for their academic success is increasingly emphasised as they progress through the 
education system.  
 
The significance of internal locus of control beliefs and academic performance. Findley and 
Cooper (1983) concluded in their literature review on locus of control and academic achievement 
that internal locus of control beliefs are associated with higher levels of academic achievement. 
They affirmed in their review, in which they investigated locus of control and academic 
achievement, that it is naturally appealing to understand that a positive relationship between 












positively valued by an individual, then they will surely apply more effort if they feel that they 
are able to control their outcomes (Findley & Cooper, 1983). Thus, students who view 
themselves as “in control” of university tasks and situations will take initiatives to succeed, while 
those who feel unable to control these situations will take less responsibility to succeed. The 
latter group tends to be more vulnerable to failure, which will lead to their possibly dropping out 
of university (Perry, Hladkyi, Pekrun, Clifton & Chipperfield, 2005). In another study, it was 
discovered that externals tend to display less persistence at tasks than internals (Ducette & Wolk, 
1972).  
 
Weiner (1995) also provides insight into the importance of perceived control and university 
students‟ academic achievement. Weiner (1995) found that a student with a high sense of control 
is likely to attribute any unexpected failures at university to controllable causes, such as “I didn‟t 
try hard enough”. These controllable attributions contribute to increased perceptions of 
responsibility and motivation to study, which ultimately fosters successful performance. 
Conversely, when a student with low perceived control performs below his or her expectations, 
he or she is likely to attribute the failure to uncontrollable factors, such as “I‟m not good enough” 
or “I‟m not clever enough”. These attributions result in the student experiencing a decrease in 
motivation, which results in diminished academic performance (Weiner, 1995). Weiner (1995) 
thus manages to draw attention to the importance of perceived control to university students‟ 
academic achievement. It is important for students in university to have high perceptions of 
control because it helps them sustain an appropriate level of motivation in order to strive in 
difficult (academic) situations (Weiner, 1995). The findings reached by Stupnisky et al. (2007) 
and by Weiner (1995) are consistent as both studies highlight the importance of perceived 
control for students in a university setting.  
 
Perry, Hladkyi, Pekrun and Pelletier (2001) established that students with higher perceptions of 
control achieved superior grades at university. A three-year follow-up study on the same students 
(Perry et al., 2005) established that the students who were higher in perceived control achieved 
higher mean percentage scores, three years later, than students lower in control. This follow-up 
study demonstrates that internal locus of control may be a stable construct, as the sample of 












Ruthwig et al. (2007) also provide additional support pertaining to the benefits of perceived 
control on academic performance. It was found that students who are high in perceived control 
perform more successfully; achieving higher mean percentage scores at university than their 
fellow students who were low in perceived control. The findings by Perry et al. (2001) and 
Ruthwig et al. (2007) are consistent with the findings by Stupnisky et al. (2007) in that perceived 
control is a significant predictor of first year university students‟ mean percentage scores. 
 
A South African study. In one of the few local studies that was found and reviewed Hendrich 
and Schepers‟s (2004) objective was to determine whether statistically significant relationships 
exist between academic success, external locus of control and internal locus of control at the 
Vaal University of Technology and the Rand Afrikaans University. A number of hypotheses 
were tested using the Locus of Control Inventory (LCI), which Rademeyer and Schepers (1998) 
categorise as an inventory of personality. The LCI, amongst other measures, was employed on 
66 first year university students. The External Locus of Control Scale established a statistically 
significant negative correlation with academic achievement, which means that students who did 
not feel personally responsible for their academic achievement also performed at a weaker level 
(Hendrich & Schepers, 2004). The authors found that by utilising the Internal Locus of Control 
Scale, a statistically significant positive correlation with academic achievement was not 
supported, which means that one cannot assume that students with an internal locus of control 
will perform at a higher level at university (Hendrich & Schepers, 2004).  
 
Although the studies by Stupnisky et al. (2007) and Hendrich and Schepers (2004) yield similar 
results, it must be noted that there was a vast difference in their sample. Stupnisky et al. (2007) 
conducted their study on 802 students while Hendrich and Schepers (2004) utilised a sample of 
only 66 students for their study. This small sample may not be reflective of the greater 
population but, in this instance, it proves to be consistent with the previous findings.  The study 
conducted by Hendrich and Schepers (2004) corresponds with Schepers‟s (1995) finding, when 
investigating first year university students‟ performance, that an internal locus of control was 
associated with academic achievement. This section, concerning locus of control, abounds with 
literature that indicates that students‟ locus of control beliefs predict their academic performance 












Hypothesis 4: Locus of control is positively related to students‟ academic performance in a first 
year Commerce AD programme. 
 
Having reviewed the prior literature regarding the variables Matriculation result, self-efficacy, 
goal-setting orientation and locus of control, it is clear that numerous previous research has been 
conducted into these. However, it should be noted that not one study has examined all of these 
independent variables. Nonetheless, in some studies, two or three of these variables were 
considered together. For example, Schunk (1990), Neitfeld and Enders (2003) and Carroll and 
Garavalia (2004) researched both goal-setting orientations and self-efficacy in one study. Jeng 
and Shih (2008) also conducted a study in which they examined both self-efficacy and goal-
setting, and these two variables were found to correlate. Elias and MacDonald (2007) researched 
both Matriculation result and academic self-efficacy in one study.  
 
The literature reviewed thus far is the result of an extensive literature review process that 
spanned 10 months. During this time I regularly repeated searches with key terms and 
experimented with alternative terms in order to ensure that I located as much of the published 
research in the field as possible. What is apparent from the results of this literature search is that 
there is a paucity of local published studies in this area and little published work internationally 
or locally in the context of AD programmes. Given these identified gaps, the present study 
presents a modest step towards exploring this relatively under-researched field. 
 
Significance of the Research 
This dissertation is designed to contribute to the literature surrounding the factors that relate to 
the academic performance of students in a Commerce AD programme at UCT. Limited research 
has been conducted into what factors are related to the academic performance of students who 
participate specifically in this programme. Therefore, the context of this research will focus on 
first year university students in this programme. Limited research has been conducted into 
students that come from previously disadvantaged backgrounds who participate in AD 
programmes. Thus, if we are able to understand this particular AD programme, other AD 












comprehensive investigation into the factors that are related to performance in a first year 














This chapter is comprised of four subsections. Firstly, the research approach is reviewed. 
Thereafter, a description of the participants in this study is provided. This is followed by a 
detailed description of the instruments that were employed to collect the data. Lastly, a 
description of the research procedure is provided. 
 
Research Approach 
A non-experimental design and questionnaire data collection method were used in pursuit of the 
research objectives. This study utilised a cross-sectional design whereby the data was collected at 
a single point in time (Hair, Babin, Money & Samouel, 2003; Shaughnessy & Zechmeister, 
1997). Data were collected by means of a questionnaire and the results were analysed using 
quantitative statistical methods. 
 
Research Participants  
The population consisted of all 212 first year students enrolled in a first year Commerce AD 
programme at UCT for the year 2010. This population was comprised of 57% B.Com students 
and 43% B.Bus.Sci students. As the sample was „pre-selected‟, according to external criteria as 
opposed to using techniques such as random selection, it can be described as a non-probability or 
convenience sample. Of all first year Commerce AD students, 141 students responded to the 
questionnaire. During the data cleaning process 25 student responses were removed as these 
were rendered useless because the questionnaires were either incomplete or an incorrect 
PeopleSoft identity number had been recorded. The latter meant that these students‟ results could 
not be identified. Therefore, after the data cleaning process was completed, the sample size was 
116 first year Commerce AD students. The sample size was 55% of the total population of first 















Demographic Details of the Sample (N=212) 
Demographic variable n % 
Gender 
  Male 51 44% 
Female 65 56% 
Stream 
  B.Com 90 78% 
B.Bus.Sci 26 22% 
Attendance 
  First in family to attend 47 41% 
Not the first in family to attend 69 59% 
Total Sample 116 
  
 
The characteristics of the sample are predominantly heterogeneous with only the students‟ 
academic streams displaying some homogeneity, where 78% of students are enrolled in the 
B.Com stream and 22% of students are enrolled in the B.Bus.Sci stream. The gender and the 
university attendance characteristics are almost equally representative of each category and we 
therefore observe a balance of the different characteristics for these demographic variables. The 
age of the students ranged from 17 years to 21 years. The sample consisted of only Black 




The dependent variable, academic performance, was captured using the students‟ PeopleSoft 
identity numbers and acquiring their mean percentage scores and economics results from the 
university‟s student information management system, PeopleSoft. The independent variable, 
Matriculation result, was also recorded using the PeopleSoft system. The PeopleSoft information 
management software is used for the purpose of calculating the students‟ mean percentage 
scores. This score is calculated by the PeopleSoft student records application. PeopleSoft uses 
the term Grade Point Average (GPA) when referring to these scores. The PeopleSoft Academic 
application independently calculates the GPA values for the minimum and maximum GPA 












maximum requirements are based on units earned. Regardless of whether units taken or units 
earned are equal, the PeopleSoft Academic Advertisement engine uses units taken to calculate 
minimum or maximum GPA requirements and uses units earned to calculate unit requirements. 
It must be observed that if the course used is split, which means that only a part of the course 
credit is used owing to the minimum and/or maximum unit requirement limitations, then the 
number of units earned (which counts toward unit requirements) is proportionately affected 
(Oracle PeopleSoft Enterprise, 2006). 
 
Information on the other three independent psychological variables was obtained by 
administering a questionnaire to the student population. This questionnaire was initially 
distributed electronically and later hard copies were administered during lectures. This 
questionnaire was comprised of items pertaining to the measurement of the three psychological 
variables, self-efficacy, locus of control and goal-setting orientation.  
 
The College Academic Self-Efficacy Scale (CASES), Roedel, Schraw and Plake‟s Goals 
Inventory and the Internal Control Index (ICI) of Duttweiler were used to construct the 
questionnaire. These scales have been widely used in previous research (Ayiku, 2005; Couthino, 
2007; Jing, 2007; Olani, 2009; Nietfeld & Enders, 2003; Smith, 2003). Adjustments were made 
to the scales to suit the local South African context. The specific adjustments made and reasons 
as to why these adjustments were made are discussed below. A brief explanation of each scale, 
as well as, each instrument‟s reliability follows.  
 
The College Academic Self-Efficacy Scale (CASES). The College Academic Self-Efficacy 
Scale (CASES), designed by Owen and Froman (1988) was used to measure the students‟ self-
efficacy beliefs. This scale focuses on routine academic behaviours for university students, 
which makes it ideally suited for this research purpose as opposed to a general self-efficacy 
scale. This instrument is designed to measure the degree of confidence students have in 
performing typical academic behaviours (Choi, 2005; Jing, 2007). The scale was originally 
composed of 33 positively worded items that measured students‟ self-confidence in performing 












the questionnaire due to some being irrelevant in this specific context. Therefore 22 items from 
the scale were used to measure the students‟ self-efficacy beliefs. 
 
The items on this scale consist of phrases and students were instructed to rate themselves on a 
five-point Likert scale in response to the phrases. The item was a statement about the 
individual‟s capacity regarding their self-efficacy beliefs and they were required to rate their 
level of agreement or disagreement with the statement on a five-point Likert scale. The five-
point Likert scale response format, ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
CASES is scored by calculating the mean score of the responses provided. Owen and Froman 
(1988) found the internal consistency reliability of the CASES, in two different trials, to be .9 
and .92; Over an eight-week period the consistency was .85 (Owen & Froman, 1988).  
 
Goals Inventory. Roedel, Schraw and Plake‟s (1994) Goals Inventory was used to measure 
students‟ goal-setting orientation. This is a seventeen-item inventory. This inventory was chosen 
because it provides separate scores for learning and performance goals which are termed Mastery 
and Performance goals throughout the paper. These subscales were conceptualised as two 
independent subscales by Dweck and Leggett (1988) and will therefore be analysed separately. 
The Goals Inventory consists of seventeen statements pertaining to attitudes and behaviours that 
reflect either learning or performance goals. This scale was selected because it has been used 
previously in research to assess mastery and performance goals (Coutinho, 2007). These 
previous studies reported that the scale demonstrated good reliability and validity for assessing 
goals. This inventory has been developed for use by students in universities making it ideally 
suited for this research purpose (Coutinho, 2007). 
 
The learning goal subscale is made up of twelve Mastery Goal Items, such as, “I work hard even 
when I don‟t like a class” and “I work very hard to improve myself.” The performance goal 
subscale includes five Performance Goal Items, such as, “I like others to think I know a lot” and 
“I feel angry when I do not do as well as others.” Students were instructed to rate how strongly 
each statement applied to them on a five-point Likert scale. This five-point Likert scale response 













Not all 17 items were used for the questionnaire due to some being irrelevant and not pertaining 
to the academic context in which this research takes place. Ten items from the Mastery subscale 
were used in the questionnaire and four items from the Performance subscale were used in the 
questionnaire. Eppler and Harju (1997) reported a Cronbach‟s alpha of .85 for the learning goals 
subscale and a Cronbach‟s alpha of .75 for the performance goals subscale.  
 
Internal Control Index (ICI). Duttweiler‟s Internal Control Index (ICI) was used to measure 
students‟ locus of control beliefs. The ICI is a twenty-eight item instrument designed to measure 
where a person looks for, or expects to attain, reinforcement. A person with an external locus of 
control believes that reinforcement is based on fate or chance, whereas a person with an internal 
locus of control believes that reinforcement is based on their own behaviour. The scale was 
originally composed of 28 positively and negatively worded items. Not all 28 items were used 
for the questionnaire due to some being irrelevant in this specific academic context. Twenty-
three items from the scale were used to measure the students‟ locus of control beliefs. Duttweiler 
(1984) found that there are two factors contained in the ICI, one is called self-confidence and the 
other is called autonomous behaviour (behaviour independent of social pressure).  
 
A factor analysis was performed to evaluate the suitability of the locus of control items to be 
summed together to produce one score. The factor analysis indicated that there were some poor 
performing items. A decision was therefore made to remove these poor performing items from 
the analysis, one by one, based on measures of sampling adequacy. After dropping these poor 
performing items, only one factor, locus of control, was present and not two factors as Duttweiler 
had originally stated. A five-point Likert scale response format was utilised which ranged from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). In previous studies, the ICI was found to have a good 
internal consistency of .84 and .85 (Smith, 2003).  
 
At the end of the survey a demographics section was included. The items requested were the 
students‟ gender, academic programme and whether the student was the first person in their 
family to attend university. These demographic variables were chosen because they have been 
referred to in previous studies surrounding performance. The reasoning behind including these 












demographics in their longitudinal study in which the subjects were 20 first-generation students 
at UCT. It was established that changes in students‟ identities during their undergraduate study 
years are intricately related to social boundaries, their desire to achieve individual success and 
their desire to belong to a social group (Bangeni & Kapp, 2006). Hence, the rationale for the 
inclusion of a demographic variable such as whether the student is the first member of their 
family to attend university or not.   
 
Research Procedure 
The research procedure commenced early in 2010 when I arranged a number of meetings with 
Dr. June Pym, Director of the EDU at UCT. Dr. Pym assisted me in understanding the 
Commerce AD programme at the university and what psychological variables it attempts to 
foster amongst the students, as well as, how the programme attempts to do this. The next step in 
the research process was to review the literature with the aim of observing and understanding 
what research has suggested are psychological variables relevant to academic performance at 
university. After reviewing the literature extensively, four variables were chosen to use in the 
study; Matriculation result, self-efficacy, goal-setting orientation and locus of control. After an 
exhaustive research process, four hypotheses were developed regarding the chosen variables.  
 
Once the questionnaire was developed it was reviewed by Dr. June Pym. After further 
recommendations had been made, four people were selected to pilot the questionnaire. After the 
pilot, additional recommendations were taken into consideration and the questionnaire was 
updated accordingly. Please refer to Appendix A, where a screenshot has been supplied for 
viewership.  
 
Once the questionnaire had been disseminated to students via email, an announcement was also 
placed on UCT‟s student course information system, Vula. The announcement was drafted by 
the EDU administrator to alert the first year Commerce AD students to the fact that they had 
been sent a link directly to the questionnaire and appealing to them to complete this. A notice 
was placed on the students‟ notice board that included the same information as the post on Vula, 













The questionnaire was initially administered to students electronically, whereby they received an 
email with a direct link to the questionnaire. Three reminders were sent out electronically to the 
students over this two-week period. After the two-week period, the response rate was assessed 
and it was decided that, in order to increase this, it would be advantageous to administer hard 
copies of the questionnaire to students in their lecture venues. Please refer to Appendix B, where 
a copy of the questionnaire has been supplied for viewership. 
 
The students were asked to provide their PeopleSoft identity numbers at the start of the 
questionnaire. The PeopleSoft identity number is a seven-digit string of numbers that appears on 
the front of the student card. This number is used as a means to access a student‟s academic 
records via the university‟s information management system, PeopleSoft. This number is merely 
a way of identifying the students‟ performance data such as Matriculation result, mean 
percentage score and economics result. Neither the name of the student nor their student number 
was required, thus assuring confidentiality. Matriculation result was provided as “points”. For 
these students, the best six subjects were used for point calculation as per UCT admissions. 
 
Ethics approval was acquired from the Commerce Faculty Ethics in Research Committee. This 
involved completing a form from this committee providing details with reference to the project, 
the participants, organisational permission, informed consent, confidentiality of data and risk to 
participants. Students were given two and a half weeks to respond to the electronic survey. The 
students were offered an incentive for participating in the research. The incentive took the form 
of a R500 gift voucher. One winner was randomly drawn one week after the closing of the 
survey. Students were informed that by continuing in the process (i.e. completing the 
questionnaire) they were giving their consent to participate in the study. They were informed that 
their responses would be treated as confidential. The next chapter provides the results that were 















This chapter will commence with the examination of the structure and consistency of the scales. 
Firstly, a factor analysis using the principal axis factoring method of extraction was performed 
for each of the three scales. Factor analysis examines the dimensionality or the consistency of the 
scales used in the study. A reliability analysis is integrated under the subsection; structure and 
consistency of the scales. Cronbach's alpha coefficients (α) were calculated to assess the internal 
consistency of the measuring instruments and, thus, whether they are able to deliver consistent 
results (Clark & Watson, 1995). Secondly, descriptive statistics (e.g. means and standard 
deviations) were used to describe the data. Thirdly, Pearson product-moment correlation 
coefficients were used to specify the relationships between the variables. Finally, a regression 
analysis was performed to relate the set of independent variables to performance. The level of 
statistical significance was set at p < .05. The analysis was carried out using PASW Statistics for 
Windows Version 18.0.2 (SPSS, 2010). 
 
Structure and Consistency of the Scales 
This section aims to explore the validity of the structure and the level of consistency for each of 
the three scales utilised for the study. An analysis of internal consistency reliability was 
conducted for each of the scales that measured the psychological variables, self-efficacy, goal 

























 Mean SD Cronbach‟s 
alpha 
Number of items 
Matric* 43.77 3.42 -  
Eco* 67.51 14.34 -  
Sem1Aggr 69.44 8.55 -  
SE* 3.62 .56 .919 22 
LOC* 3.96 .50 .841 13 
Mastery* 4.02 .59 .865 10 
Performance* 3.03 .93 .830 4 
Note. Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests were performed and * indicates assumption 
of normality was violated. 
 
A factor analysis using the principal axis factoring method of extraction was performed for each 
of the three scales. The factor analysis was performed to evaluate the suitability of the items to 
be summed together, in the case of self-efficacy and locus of control, to produce one score.   
 
Self-efficacy 
Structure and consistency. A factor analysis using principal axis factoring was conducted to 
assess the structure and validity of the scale. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling 
Adequacy (.871), as well as, the individual measures of sampling adequacy (all greater than .6) 
suggested that the set of items were suitable for factor analysis. Although the first five 
eigenvalues were all greater than 1, the first eigenvalue (8.614) was much greater than the rest, 
explaining 39.2% of the variance in the data (Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson & Tatham, 2006). 
The self-efficacy items resulted in a one factor structure with a Cronbach‟s alpha of .919 
(n=116). This high statistic implies that the scale was consistent in its measuring of the construct 
self-efficacy (Hair et al., 2006). 
 
Descriptive data. Table 2 presents the general descriptive results of the sample. The self-efficacy 












greater than the mid-point of 3, which indicates that the students‟ scored an above average score 
on the self-efficacy items, hence it can be said that these students boast high levels of self-
efficacy beliefs.   
 
Goal-setting Orientation 
Structure and consistency. The goal-setting orientation scale consisted of a two factor structure, 
namely mastery and performance with Cronbach‟s alphas of .865 (n=116) and .830 (n=116) 
respectively. These high statistics imply that the scale was consistent in its measuring of the 
construct self-efficacy (Hair et al., 2006). Factor analysis indicated that the goal-setting 
orientation items were measuring mastery and performance measures as was expected, but the 
last four items that I added were found to be measuring mastery and not performance. These four 
items were subsequently excluded from the scale. Subsequently the items loaded successfully 
onto two factors; mastery and performance. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling 
Adequacy (.836) as well as the individual measures of sampling adequacy (all greater than .6) 
suggested that the set of items were suitable for factor analysis. The factor analysis presented a 
two factor structure with eigenvalues 4.839 and 2.637 respectively, explaining 53.397% of the 
variance in total.  
 
Descriptive data. The mastery and performance scales ranged from 1-5. The mastery scale had a 
mean of 4.02 (SD= .59, n=116) and the performance scale had a mean of 3.03 (SD= .93, n=116). 
The high mean for the mastery implies that respondents were likely to set mastery goals at 
university. The average mean score for performance implies that respondents were, on average, 
neither more likely nor less likely to set performance goals at university.  
 
Locus of Control 
Structure and consistency. A factor analysis was performed using principle axis factoring for 
extraction. Although the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy was satisfactory 
(.829), the individual measure of sampling adequacy did meet the criterion of greater than .6 for 
all the items. Poor performing items on the locus of control scale were thus identified using the 
individual measures of sampling adequacy and these poor performing items were subsequently 












structure resulted in explaining 35.7% of the variance. Although three factors with eigenvalues 
greater than one were identified, the one factor structure resulted in a Cronbach‟s alpha of .841 
(n=116). This high reliability score implies that the scale was consistent in its measuring of the 
construct locus of control (Hair et al., 2006).  
 
Descriptive data. The locus of control scale ranged from 1-5. The mean was 3.96 and a standard 
deviation of .50. The mean was well above the mid-point of 3. This implies that the respondents 
were likely to have more internal locus of control beliefs at university.  
 
Descriptive Statistics 
All variables were tested for normality using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests 
(see Table 2). Although all the variables except the Sem1Aggr violated the assumption of 
normality based on the tests of normality, inspection of the histograms suggests that the violation 
was not too serious (please see Appendix C: Figures 1 to 7). Therefore parametric tests were 
used for further analyses.  
 
Correlations between Factors and Performance. 
Pearson-product moment correlation is used in order to investigate whether there is a relationship 
between the variables chosen for this study. These Pearson correlations are used to investigate 














Pearson Product-moment Correlation Coefficients 
 Eco Sem1Aggr Matric SE LOC Mastery 
Sem1Aggr  .787
**
      
N 114      
Matric  -.045 .003     
N 114 116     
SE  .035 .051 -.041    
N 114 116 116    
LOC  -.035 -.009 -.051 .751
**
   
N 114 116 116 116   





N 114 116 116 116 116  
Performance  -.097 -.152 .109 .002 .087 .140 
N 114 116 116 116 116 116 
Note. ** Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed).  
 
Some correlations have been found. A strong positive correlation exists between self-efficacy 
and locus of control, between self-efficacy and mastery goal-setting orientation and between 
locus of control and mastery goal-orientation setting. 
 
Regression Analysis 
Although no bivariate relationship between any of the independent variables and the dependent 
variable, academic performance, was found, the purpose of the regression was to determine 
whether, if a set of independent variables were used, these would relate to the dependent 
variable. A model using SE, LOC, Mastery, Performance, gender and first generation tertiary 
education as independent variables and Sem1Agrr as the outcome variable was evaluated. The 
model was not significant (F(7,108)=1.346, p=.236, R²=.08, Adj R²=.021). 

















The purpose of the research informing this dissertation was to investigate the relationship 
between the independent variables and the dependent variable for students participating in a first 
year Commerce AD programme. The independent variables (factors) examined were 
Matriculation result, self-efficacy, goal-setting orientation and locus of control and the dependent 
variable, academic performance. The study revealed limited significant results with only the first 
hypothesis, concerning Matriculation result, found to be non-significant. The psychological 
variables selected cannot be confirmed as factors found to impact academic performance in this 
particular research context. 
 
The non-significant findings of this study, with respect to the psychological variables, differ 
from the findings of studies presented in the literature review. These studies formed the 
conceptual rationale for identifying these factors in the first place. The psychological variables; 
self-efficacy, locus of control and goal-setting orientation, were successfully found to predict 
academic performance amongst the selected student samples (Albaili, 1998; Astin, 1971; 
Bouffard, et al., 1995; Carroll & Garavalia, 2004; Choi, 2005; Elias & MacDonald, 2007; Eppler 
& Harju, 1997; Fincher, 1986; Gore, 2006; Miller et al., 1993; Hendrich & Schepers, 2004; 
McKenzie & Schweiter, 2001; Miller, et al., 1993; Schraw et al., 1995; Sellers, 1992; Stupnisky 
et al., 2007;  Win & Miller, 2005). Thus, it can be confirmed that the bulk of previous research in 
this area has indicated that the psychological variables chosen for this study have been successful 
in predicting, to varying degrees, the academic performance of university students in mainstream 
programmes.  
 
Owing to the limited significant results established for this study, the ensuing discussion will 
differ from most traditional discussion sections. This chapter will commence with possible 
explanations for the non-significant findings. This will be followed by a discussion around the 
hypotheses formulated at the beginning of the study. Finally, additional limitations of this study 














Explanations for the Findings 
A non-significant finding is still a finding in and of itself. The following section will present a 
possible explanation for why the majority of the results of this study are insignificant and differ 
from those found in the literature regarding the mainstream. The first port of call is to focus on 
the research design and assess whether any aspect of this might explain these findings. I will 
critically reflect on the design of the study rather than declaring that these independent variables 
do not, in fact, predict academic performance for students at university.  
 
Research Design 
There are two key interrelated aspects that will be discussed with respect to the research design. 
These include the chosen sample and the time of the data collection process.  
 
A number of the interventions in the Commerce AD programme, designed to fortify self-
efficacy, develop goal setting and locus of control behaviours, are focused in the first year 
specifically around induction; hence this cohort of students was chosen. The rationale was that 
these students were experiencing all these interventions, such as presentation skills development, 
academic workshops, commerce skills, language and communication classes and had direct 
access to resources, such as personal advice and support, mentoring, and the support of a writing 
consultant; all of which are designed to build these psychological factors (Educational 
Development Unit Commerce, 2010). These interventions are less intense in subsequent years.  
 
Thus, it would not have been practical to use second or third year Commerce AD students, given 
that the majority of interventions in the Commerce AD programme are focussed on the first year 
students. Therefore, it seemed problematic to use second or third year Commerce AD students. 
In addition (although a less compelling reason), the student numbers in these subsequent years 
are relatively low, while the student numbers in first year are higher which increased the 
possibility of a larger response group. Furthermore, the second and third year Commerce AD 
students already have the experience of having surviving first year behind them; hence if they 
had participated in the survey, a variety of additional factors may have compounded their 
engagement therewith. Thus, in terms of the sample chosen, the first year Commerce AD 












I acknowledge that the design issue is related to inflexible constraints around the time-frame of 
data collection for this study and the fact that the study had to be completed within one academic 
year. This constraint meant that it was impossible to include more than one semester‟s mean 
percentage scores (the second semester final results are only released in December 2010, making 
it impossible to include these in this analysis).   
 
Exploring the hypotheses 
The hypotheses concerning each of the independent variables were devised at the beginning of 
the study and were investigated during the research process. The hypotheses were based on the 
findings of previous research studies that were conducted in mainstream academic settings. In 
this study, only the first hypothesis, concerning Matriculation result, was found to be significant. 
No evidence was found to support the hypotheses around the three psychological variables; self-
efficacy, goal-setting orientation and locus of control. Further possible explanations will be 
provided as to why this limited significance was established.  
 
Matriculation result. Previous literature has presented well-established evidence, both globally 
and locally, that Matriculation result (or entry qualification) is a significant predictor of academic 
performance at university within mainstream (Astin, 1971; Elias & MacDonald, 2007; McKenzie 
& Schweiter, 2001; Sellers, 1992; Win & Miller, 2005). Notwithstanding the considerable 
support that Matriculation result is a predictor of academic performance at university, a study 
conducted by Rego and Sousa (1999) found that, with regard to their samples, (three independent 
samples of students at university), Matriculation result only explained 12%28% of the degree 
performance variance. Various researchers have argued that cognitive tests, such as 
Matriculation result, that are used in isolation are inadequate in predicting which students will 
succeed at university (Anastasi, 1997; Le et al., 2005; Robbins et al., 2004; Wolfe & Johnson, 
1995). There are distinct circumstances around students entering the Commerce AD programme 
as the majority of these students enter university with lower Matriculation results than their 
mainstream counterparts. Although these first year Commerce AD students are entering 
university with lower Matriculation results than the mainstream students, in many cases they are 












in this research context, this Commerce AD programme would not be succeeding in its aim. 
Matriculation result was found not to be a predictor in the context of the AD programme.  
 
It must be highlighted that the AD programme at UCT is open to students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds and the criterion for acceptance into the AD programme is that these students are 
Black. A low Matriculation result is not a criterion for acceptance into the AD programme, but it 
is common that these students do enter the programme with lower Matriculation results than their 
mainstream counterparts. In the AD context it thus makes sense that we cannot use Matriculation 
result as a predictor for future academic success and this may also become a reality for 
mainstream tertiary academic programmes.  There is growing concern amongst many tertiary 
institutions in South Africa about the reliability of the NSC or Matriculation result as a predictor 
for future academic performance (Nel & Kistner, 2009). The concern here is what some 
researchers refer to as „grade creep‟, that is,  students doing well in their final school leaving 
examinations, but these examinations not being truly reflective of their academic potential 
(Foxcroft, 2006).  
 
This dilemma has resulted in the National Benchmark Test (NBT) project and some universities 
have already institutionalised these additional tests of ability to (a) improve selection decisions 
and (b) assist academic departments in understanding the level of preparedness of school leavers 
entering into the university system (Van Tonder, 2002). The latter is particularly important as the 
information generated by the NBT project can inform faculty wide interventions to mediate some 
skills deficits that might start becoming apparent in the mainstream. In this respect, it is 
important to note that UCT does not rely solely on a student‟s Matriculation result when 
considering applications for acceptance into university, but also utilises the student‟s (NBT) 
result. Therefore, Matriculation result is not used in isolation at UCT but rather together with 
students‟ NBT results. 
 
Projects such as the NBT project are currently being run to examine the viability of additional 
selection criteria for admission into higher education and this signals a diminishing confidence in 
the Matriculation or NSC as a good enough predictor for academic performance at university. 












and George van der Ross, focuses on how well the new curriculum prepares prospective students 
for university and specifically on the entry-level academic and quantitative literacy areas (Centre 
for Higher Education Development, 2007). The project will also assist institutions to design 
suitable curricula, particularly in foundation courses, through the provision of this diagnostic 
information gained from students completing the NBTs (Centre for Higher Education 
Development, 2007). 
 
The NBT‟s are designed to provide criterion-referenced information to supplement the NSC 
(Higher Education South Africa, 2009).  NBTs have recently entered the arena where academic 
acceptance into universities is of concern. The NBT explores three areas; general academic 
literacy, quantitative literacy and mathematics proficiencies (University of Cape Town, 2010). 
After completion, students are either marked as proficient (meaning that they should succeed at 
university), intermediate (meaning academic support would be required) and lastly, basic 
(meaning that students have serious learning challenges and learning would need to be facilitated 
with bridging programmes) (University of Cape Town, 2010). These tests are beneficial to 
students because the results will assist universities to design their courses in order to build 
directly on the students‟ level of learning at school and successful results on the NBT could give 
students an advantage if they find themselves in competition for scarce places in selective 
programmes (Higher Education South Africa, 2010).  
 
Having discussed the variable Matriculation result, I will now move on to discussions around the 
psychological variables included in this study. The results from this study indicate that students 
have average to high beliefs regarding all three of the aforementioned factors, which indicates 
that these variables are present in the respondent sample.  
 
Self-efficacy. The self-efficacy levels of the respondents were above the midpoint with a mean 
of 3.62 for the whole sample. Hence, the students who provided answers to the questionnaire had 
high levels of self-efficacy beliefs in comparison to the sample. Respondents‟ self-efficacy 
beliefs were measured using the College Academic Self-Efficacy Scale (CASES), created by 
Owen and Froman (1988). Hypothesis 2 was formulated to explore the relationship between 












The results yielded in this study are not consistent with prior studies which found self-efficacy to 
be a consistent predictor of academic performance at university (Chacko & Huba, 1991; Elias & 
MacDonald, 2007; Kahn & Nauta, 2001; Klomegah, 2007; Lecompte et al., 1983; McKenzie & 
Schweitzer, 2001; Pajares & Miller, 1994; Tella & Tella, 2003; Wood & Locke, 1987). An 
expectation of academic achievement (self-efficacy) was found to have a significant positive 
relationship with actual academic achievement and with low student withdrawal (from 
university) rates (Lecompte et al., 1983).  The literature also provides possible explanations that 
contribute to the justification of the non-significant findings. It has been found that students who 
enter university often experience a decline in their academic performance in their first academic 
year (Troskie-de Bruin, 1999). Many students recover later during their first year and perform at 
a level similar to or better than their initial level of performance when they entered the university 
(Troskie-de Bruin, 1999).  
 
However, this recovery is not always true for students who originated from previously 
disadvantaged backgrounds, such as the respondents in this study. In fact, it has been shown that 
a large number of students leave university without obtaining their qualification, hence the need 
for academic development initiatives (CASE, 1993).  Moving from school to university is a 
major transition for an individual and during this transition period their confidence level may 
have decreased (Gore, 2006; Stupnisky et al., 2007). However, by the end of the first semester, 
students may be more confident in their abilities at university, thus their academic self-efficacy 
beliefs and locus of control beliefs will be higher than they were at the beginning of the 
university year. During this current study, the students were requested to complete the 
questionnaire in July, after only six months of participation in the Commerce AD programme. It 
is noteworthy, therefore, that stronger relationships were found to exist between students‟ self-
efficacy beliefs and performance at university when measured during the second semester (Kahn 
& Nauta, 2001). This might account for the fact that, even though students reported high levels 
of these beliefs in the data collection process, these beliefs were not connected to academic 
performance. When students reach the second semester they have had more time to adapt to 
university life and thus feel an increased amount of control compared to what they felt in the first 












Goal-setting orientation. Performance goal orientation measures the degree to which an 
individual is directed and motivated to the attainment of goal outcomes, such as academic 
grades. The goal-setting orientation variable was measured using two separate subscales; the 
mastery subscale and the performance subscale. Roedel, Schraw and Plake‟s (1994) Goals 
Inventory was used to measure the students‟ goal-setting orientation. The goal-setting orientation 
levels of the respondents were high on the mastery subscale with a mean of 4.02 and were 
considered average on the performance subscale with a mean of 3.03. Hence, the students who 
provided answers to the questionnaire had above average levels of mastery and performance 
goal-setting orientations if the mean scores are combined.  
 
The results yielded in this study are not consistent with prior studies which found goal-setting 
orientation to be a consistent predictor of academic performance at university. In previous 
studies, it was discovered that students who are more learning orientated not only work harder 
and persist at academic tasks, but they also employ more cognitive and meta-cognitive strategies 
more often while learning than students who are more extrinsically orientated (Wolters, Yu & 
Pintrich, 1996). Pintrich and Schrauben (1992) also found that students who exercise a learning 
goal orientation (and have high interest in a topic) would be more inclined to use more learning 
strategies than students (with high interest) but with an extrinsic or performance goal orientation.  
 
Locus of control. Locus of control beliefs refer to an individual‟s perception about the 
underlying causes of events in life (Neill, 2006). The locus of control levels of the respondents in 
the sample were a good deal above average, with a mean of 4.0 for the whole sample being 
considered high. Hence, the students who provided answers to the questionnaire had high levels 
of internal locus of control beliefs. These beliefs were measured using a moderated version of the 
Internal Control Index (ICI) of Duttweiler (1984). 
 
Previous literature has presented a well-established relationship between locus of control beliefs 
and academic performance (Findley & Cooper, 1983; Hendrich & Schepers, 2004; Perry et al., 
2005; Ruthwig et al., 2007; Schepers, 1995; Stupnisky et al., 2007; Weiner, 1995). Higher 
internal locus of control beliefs are associated with higher academic achievement (Findley & 












relationship between students‟ locus of control beliefs and academic performance within a 
Commerce AD programme at university. 
 
The measuring instruments used to determine students‟ beliefs stood up to tests of reliability and 
hence cannot account for the non-significant results found. The measuring instruments were 
robust and dependable, hence the need to explore additional reasons as to why limited 
significance was found. Two explanations related to why limited significance was established are 
provided hereafter.  
 
Research conducted too early on in the year. The possibility that this study was conducted too 
early on in the AD programme serves as a central limitation. These first year Commerce AD 
students had only been enrolled in the AD programme at UCT for a mere six months before this 
research was conducted. Six months may not have been enough time to ensure that these 
psychological variables, such as self-efficacy, goal-setting orientation and locus of control were 
fostered. The longitudinal study conducted by Gore (2006) illustrates the limitation for this 
existing study. The comparable study conducted by Gore (2006) found that self-efficacy beliefs 
measured at the beginning of the first semester of university proved to be relatively weak 
predictors of academic performance. Whereas, when self-efficacy beliefs were measured at the 
end of the first semester it was found that these beliefs were in fact strong predictors of academic 
performance. In a separate study it was established that stronger relationships existed between 
student‟s academic self-efficacy beliefs and university performance during the second semester 
at university (Kahn & Nauta, 2001). These findings indicate that the students‟ self-efficacy 
beliefs become stronger as the year progresses. For the present research study, the end of the 
academic year may have been a more appropriate time to gather the performance data than at the 
end of the first semester. By the end of the academic year, students may feel more confident in 
their abilities at university (Stupnisky et al., 2007). A feasible recommendation is that the 
research be conducted at the end of the students‟ first academic year or in the students‟ second 
year of study within the AD programme. This would allow more time for the students to develop 
these psychological variables as they would be more familiar with the university environment 
and the academic expectations. However, it is not the size or the magnitude of the scores but a 












scores were equally high, it would not raise the relevant correlation due to the restricted cluster 
of scores.  
 
One of the most obvious reasons for the poor correlations found between Matriculation result 
and university performance in AD programmes is the restriction of range of the predictor. Since 
only individuals at the lower end of the first variable are represented in the sample, the range of 
this variable is restricted and the restriction results in the attenuation of it correlation with any 
other variable, including university performance. 
 
Significant relationships between Psychological Variables 
While there was a lack of support for hypotheses 2, 3 and 4 and these hypotheses could not be 
confirmed, relationships between the psychological variables were established. These 
psychological variables may not have been found to correlate with students‟ academic 
performance in the AD programme context, but they were found to correlate with each other to 
an extent.  
 
A correlation was found to exist between self-efficacy and locus of control. A correlation was 
found to exist between self-efficacy and mastery goal-setting orientation. This finding has been 
reflected on earlier in the literature review. Self-efficacy beliefs develop as a result of an 
individual‟s personal performance achievements (Bandura, 1986). Self-efficacy is related to an 
individual‟s perceived capability in performing necessary tasks to achieve goals (Bandura, 
1997). Therefore this correlation was expected to be found during analysis. This correlation was 
also found in a study conducted amongst 345 first year Mechanical Engineering students at a 
university in Taiwan. The self-efficacy level of the students was reported to have a positive 
correlation with goal-setting behaviour (Jeng & Shih, 2008). This translates into, the higher the 
self-efficacy level, the higher the level of future accomplishment that will be set by the 
individual (Jeng & Shih, 2008).  Lastly, a correlation was found to exist between locus of control 















Additional Limitations and Recommendations  
Dependent variable. The dependent variable, mean percentage scores, is problematic as an 
indication of academic performance. Firstly, as an aggregate of each student‟s course results it is 
difficult to use a uniform comparative score due to factors such as total course load and 
composition possibly differing by stream. This may influence performance on this score. Some 
courses may also be more challenging than other courses and it thus may be more difficult for 
students with a heavier academic load who take on numerous elective courses to perform at the 
same level as their peers who choose to take on a less busy schedule. This could be countered by 
grouping the students according to stream and exploring intra-group differences. 
 
Voluntary completion of questionnaire. The fact that the completion of the questionnaire was 
voluntary is a possible limitation. I had no control over who completed the questionnaire once it 
was distributed electronically and in the lecture venue to the students. The questionnaire was 
strictly voluntary and confidential. The problem that this voluntary response format created was 
that there was no way to control how many B.Com or B.Bus.Sci students answered the 
questionnaire. As a result 78% of the sample were B.Com students and only 22% were B.Bus.Sci 
students. The problem here is that it would be almost impossible to reliably compare group 
differences with the B.Bus.Sci group being so small in contrast to the B.Com group. In order to 
rectify this, the questionnaire was physically distributed to both the B.Com and B.Bus.Sci first 
year Commerce AD students‟ lecture venues for them to complete in the venue. Again, more 
B.Com students than B.Bus.Sci students completed the questionnaire. The idea of approaching 
the students therefore rectified the problem of the low electronic response rate, but it did not 
rectify the problem of the homogeneity between the B.Com and B.Bus.Sci academic programme 
streams.  
 
Cross-sectional nature of the study. This study was cross-sectional in nature in that the 
questionnaire was limited to one semester only. Therefore there was no comparison group and 
the study may, as a result, be less powerful than if there were a comparison group. The problem 
here is that there could not be a control group within the AD programme at UCT. To further 
explain, it would not be possible to have a control group who were not exposed to the 












university) would never allow that as it would be considered unethical. The cross-sectional 
nature of the study does not allow for causal links to be assumed. Those students in different 
levels of their studies are excluded; therefore it is not possible to see whether any observed 
relationships are stable. It is therefore recommended that a longitudinal study be conducted to 
investigate these relationships over time. Another idea would be to track the progress of the 116 
students who participated in the study into their second year of study. By second year, one may 
notice an increase in self-efficacy beliefs, goal-setting orientations and locus of control beliefs. 
These psychological variables take a long time to develop and it would be interesting to compare 
the students‟ levels of psychological beliefs in relation to their academic performance in their 
second year of study.  
 
Specialised sample. The sample utilised was somewhat specialised in that it consisted entirely of 
Commerce students enrolled in introductory (first year) courses at the same institution. In 
addition, most of these students were in the B.Com academic stream. Given that there is no 
variety of academic discipline, this raises the question of whether this study would be 
generalisable to other university students in non-Commerce AD programmes in the future.  In 
addition, the fact that only first year Commerce AD students participated in this study, raises 
concerns about external validity as it is again questionable whether the results obtained can be 
generalised to a larger population. Future studies should endeavour to replicate the findings in 
this study in order to observe if they generalise to larger and more heterogeneous samples. 
 
Self-report measure. The findings from this study were based on self-reported measures from 
first year university students in an AD programme. Due to the non-experimental nature of this 
study, the findings produced may not hold in replication studies or in studies in which students 
























What is apparent from the results of the literature search is that there is a paucity of local 
published studies in this field and little published work internationally or locally in the context of 
AD programmes. This dissertation presents a modest step towards exploring this relatively 
under-researched field. Despite the lack of significant findings, a number of interesting learnings 
can be extracted from this study. These learnings relate primarily to the research design and can 
hopefully inform and improve future studies in this AD context. 
 
A problematic research design, the cross-sectional nature of the study and the fact that it was 
administered early on in the academic year are the central limitations of the study.  It is therefore 
recommended that that future studies attempting to understand performance in this context avoid 
a cross-sectional research design and instead use a complete set of performance data for the 
entire first year and not only for the first semester. 
 
What is apparent from this research project is the invaluable contribution that AD programmes 
can make in helping to transform the demographic of students entering and succeeding in higher 
education in South Africa. The more we understand about how these programmes work and what 
guiding principles constitute best practice the more we can support new or floundering 
programmes to improve their effort  in increasing student throughput. In spite of the lack of 
significant findings this study has generated some useful information pertaining to how to go 
about researching this kind of programme and hopefully the limitations highlighted here can be 
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Ever wondered why you perform as well as you do? 
 
My study is attempting to assess what factors distinguish high and low performing students in a 
first year Academic Development (AD) programme. The information gathered will be used towards 
the completion of my Masters dissertation. 
 
Please complete the following short questionnaire. Please answer the questions as honestly as 
possible. By doing so, you will be entered into a raffle draw to win a R500 gift 
voucher from Cavendish Square. The winner will be notified by email on Friday 20 August 
2010.  
 
I would like to inform you that: 
 
1. Your participation is entirely voluntary 
2. Your responses will remain anonymous and confidentiality will be maintained 
3. By continuing you are giving your consent to participate in the study. 
 





1.  Please provide your *PeopleSoft Number (found on your student card) *Listed as PS No: 
(See image) * 
Why we need this: For your survey results to be useful to me, I would need to link various attributes of your 
academic performance and PeopleSoft allows me to do this using your PeopleSoft number whilst ensuring your 

















How much confidence do you have about doing each of the behaviours listed below? For each 
statement below, please indicate which of the 5 options best describes your level of confidence using 

















   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
 
3.  I am confident to participate in a class discussion.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
  
4.  I am confident to answer a question in a large class.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
  
 
5.  I am confident to answer a question in a small class.* 





6.  I am confident in my ability to answer “objective” tests (Multiple choice, true/false, matching).* 





7.  I am confident in my ability to achieve in essay tests.* 





8.  I am confident in my ability to write a high quality assignment.* 





9.  I am confident enough in my subject knowledge to tutor another student.* 





10. I am confident in my ability to explain a concept to another student.* 





11. I am confident to approach a lecturer during class to review a concept I do not understand.* 





12. I am confident in my study methods.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
  
  
13. I am confident that I understand most of what is required from me in tests.* 













14. I am confident that I understand most of what is required from me in assignments.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
15. I am confident that I understand most ideas presented in class.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
16. I am confident in my ability to perform simple mathematical computations.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
17. I am confident to express an opinion in class that is different to the lecturer.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
18. I am confident in my ability to apply lecture content in different forms of assessment.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
19. I am confident that I make good use of the library.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
20. I am confident in my ability to achieve good marks.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
21. I am confident in the effectiveness of my study habits.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
22. I am confident in my ability to master the content in a course that I am not interested in.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
 
23. I am confident in my ability to use a computer.* 




For each statement below, please indicate which of the 5 options best describes what your normal or 
usual attitude, feeling or behaviour would be using the following scale: 5. Strongly Agree, 4. Agree, 3. 
Neutral, 2. Disagree, 1. Strongly Disagree.  
 
(Of course, there are always unusual situations in which this would not be the case, but think of what 
















24. I need frequent encouragement from others for me to keep working at a difficult task.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
25. I like jobs where I can make decisions and be responsible for my own work.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
 
26. I change my opinion when someone I admire disagrees with me.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
 
27. If I want something I work hard to get it.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
28. I prefer to learn the facts about something from someone else rather than having to dig them out 
for myself.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
29. I like to have a say in any decisions made by any group I’m in.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
   
 
  
30. I consider the different sides of an issue before making any decisions.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
31. What other people think has a great influence on my behaviour.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
32. Whenever something good happens to me I feel it is because I’ve earned it.* 
  
 Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
 
33. I enjoy being in a position of leadership.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
34. I need someone else to praise my work before I am satisfied with what I’ve done.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
35. I am sure enough of my opinions to try and influence others.* 












36. When something is going to affect me I learn as much about it as I can.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
37. I am sure enough of my opinions to try and influence others.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
 
38. For me, knowing I’ve done something well is more important than being praised by someone 
else.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
39. I let other peoples’ demands keep me from doing things I want to do.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
40. I stick to my opinions when someone disagrees with me.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
41. I do what I feel like doing not what other people think I ought to do.* 




42. I get discouraged when doing something that takes a long time to achieve results.* 
  
 Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
 
43. When part of a group I prefer to let other people make all the decisions.* 




44. When I have a problem I follow the advice of friends or relatives.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
45. I enjoy trying to do difficult tasks more than I enjoy trying to do easy tasks.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
46. I prefer situations where I can depend on someone else’s ability rather than just my own.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
47. I enjoy challenging university assignments.* 












48. I persevere even when I am frustrated by a task.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
49. I try even harder when I fail at something.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
50. I work hard even when I don’t like a class.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
 
51. I am very determined to reach my goals.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
 
52. Personal mastery of a subject is very important to me.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
53. I am naturally motivated to learn.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
  
54. I prefer challenging tasks even if I don’t do well at them.* 
  




55. I feel most satisfied when I work hard to achieve something.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
56. I give up too easily when faced with a difficult task.* 
  Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
57. It is important to me to get better marks than my class mates.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
58. I like others to think I know a lot.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
59. I feel angry when I do not do as well as others.* 














60. It is important to me to always do better than others.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
61. I set achievement goals for myself at the beginning of the academic year.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
62. I set achievement goals for each course I complete.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
 
63. I am motivated by setting achievement goals.* 
   Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
64. Achieving goals I’ve set for myself is motivating.* 








   Male 





66. Please indicate your Academic Programme* 
   B.Com (CB011) 
   B.Bus.Sci (CB015) 
   B.Bus.Sci, Actuarial Science (CB018) 





67. Are you the first person in your family to attend university?* 
   Yes 
















Investigator: Michelle Beretti 
Supervisor: Dr Suki Goodman 
Affiliation: University of Cape Town (UCT) 
Thank you. Your participation is greatly appreciated. 
 
 
Please ensure that you return this survey to me to ensure your entry into the draw for R500 
   
If you are unable to return it to me immediately please return to June Pym or Michelle Abrahams and I will collect 

















































































































































































































Figure 7: The distribution of the variable locus of control (N=116) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
